SHE WAS JUST ANOTHER PAWN 
IN THE WIFE-SWAPPING GAME! 



SHE WAS JUST ANOTHER PAWN 
IN THE WIFE-SWAPPING GAME! 


B545F 


A FAST-MOVING NOVEL THAT PRCteES 


K THE. PROBLEM' OF THE “GUICKIE" MARRIAGE 

■aijL * «• ? rlAl . 


B545F 

50$ 

K. 

'M' • 


The red-headed divorcee 
“blacked out"- 
’ and woke up married 
to a man 
she didn’t even know! 
















CIIFUCMTIII 


She fell Info his anus and pressed her mouth 
against his. The kiss held a hot demand that sent 
a tremor through his body. 

"I want you/' she said* "I want you so much 
I'm burning " 

"Let's put out the fire " 

She went wild* She squirmed and cried and 
clawed his flesh* 

"Make up for the lost year/' she urged* "Make 
up for the cold nights and empty bed* Squeeze 
twelve months into me." 

"Here's spring/' he responded, and groaned. 
"Yes*" 

"And summer*" 

"Yes, Rafe " 

"Fail and winter*" 

"Oive me summer again—" 

It was a type of madness. One fump from a 
padded cell. One step from perverted horror. 
He laughed, even in the agony * . . 
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SUSIE was never sure how it happened. 

It seemed that one moment she sat peaceably at 
the bar, sipping her drink and thinking ahead to the 
luxurious hot bath she planned, and the next mo¬ 
ment, she was involved in a cross-purpose conversa¬ 
tion with a tubby blonde in slacks, 

Susie had pansy-brown eyes and short auburn 
hair. 

The blonde apparently did not like them. 

Susie wore a tight and high-necked sweater, black, 
and a narrow black skirt. 

The blonde apparently did not like them either. 

Somewhere between the quiet moment and the 
noisy one, the blonde made sharp talk—and Susie, 
pressed too hard, answered in kind. 

After that, there was only a brief flickering mem¬ 
ory of a pudgy man in a big hat. He looked as if he 
had just stepped out of a television program. Susie 
faintly recalled telling him what to do with the 
shiny star pinned to his shirt. She had a hazy recol¬ 
lection of another man, tall and lean, taking her by 
the arm. 

Then there was nothing. Nothing until she awak¬ 
ened with a swift, terrible jolt—as if she had barely 
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caught herself about to fall down an endless flight 
of stairs into a bottomless, dark tunnel. 

Her eyes had jerked open. The answering flash of 
light was as sharp as pain, and her head immediate¬ 
ly wrenched with explosive, hammering thuds be¬ 
hind her ears. 

In a quick, confused blur, complicated by the 
world’s worst hangover, she told herself that it 
had all been another one of those terrible dreams. 

It had to be, for Matt was still holding her, holding 
her and wanting her. She had made up the whole 
sorry mess, the brief final sentences, and the scene 
she threw, and the blankness of his disinterested 
blue eyes as he told her the choice was hers, either 
or... She had invented the long desperate trip to 
nowhere. She had... 

But it wasn’t Matt, That was the trouble. It just 
wasn’t Matt holding her. 

She gasped, and lifted herself, then sank back on 
the crumpled pillows. She squeezed her eyes shut, 
trying to ignore the big body near her, so intimately 
near. 

She insisted to herself that it was all a dream. The 
brief glimpse of the unfamiliar walls, the crisp feel 
of the sheets on her nude back, the amused chuckle 
close to her cheek.., 

“You really have it bad, don’t you? Sorry I can’t 
offer you an aspirin, or even hair of the dog,” 

She turned her head carefully, and looked into 
mocking gray eyes. “I guess it's real,” she said. But 
her voice still held a hopeful question. 

I guess it is. 

She closed her eyes and turned away. She careful¬ 
ly edged herself free, thigh from thigh, arm from 
arm, so she was no longer touching him. “I don’t 
see how I got that drunk.” 
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“How drunk?” 

"Drunk enough for me not to remember you,” 
And saying it, she suddenly realized what had hap¬ 
pened, 

She had decided she could not take another mile. 
She had got off the bus in some town; she could not 
recall now which one. She was going to have a hot 
bath, and a real night’s sleep, and for the first time 
in three days, she was hungry, so maybe she could 
eat. She stopped in a bar first for a drink, and found 
herself watching the couples around her. The world 
paired off by twos. Women with their men. And she 
found herself wondering why she had to be alone, 
She had another drink to forget that, and then an¬ 
other to forget the whole sorry mess of her marriage 
to Matt. And afterward... 

The very deep, but somehow gentle, voice was 
saying, "You mean you don’t recognize me?” 

“Please,” she answered. “Please don’t rub it in. It 
makes me nervous.” 

“You’re not the kind of girl who gets nervous, are 
you?” 

"I’m afraid you know more about me than I know 
about you.” Which had a properly dignified sound, 
she thought. 

She did not mean to shame herself by letting the 
sheer animal terror she felt overwhelm her. She 
would swallow until the lump in her throat melted, 
even if it took forever. She would squeeze her eyes 
shut against the stinging tears even if she had to 
spend her whole life blind. Hide fear, and it can't 
hurt you. Let it show, and it will destroy you. She 
knew. She had learned the hard way. 

"Are you trying to tell me you pulled a black-out?” 

She shook her head. 

"Susie, come on. Quit the act now.” 
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Tile bed shifted as he moved. A big warm hand 
tightened on her shoulder. 

“Don’t,” she said, and moved away, clutching the 
sheet to her as if it were a shield. 

The sheet remained with her, but so did the hand. 

Susie opened both eyes again. Again she said, 
"Don’t.” 

A subtle change came over his face. His eyes nar¬ 
rowed. “It’s not an act then.” He laughed. “You’re a 
little late with the modesty bit.” 

Anger and embarrassment sent a swift heat into 
her cheeks. “I may be late, but I mean it.” 

Instantly, she had to look away from him. He was 
clearly, openly, laughing. 

He had short black hair, rumpled into waves. His 
deep-set gray eyes were slightly slanted over high 
cheekbones. He had a long thin mouth with a natural, 
wry twist of disbelief in one corner. 

She decided after the one quick look that even 
unconscious she had run true to form. As usual, her 
taste had been good when it came to appearances— 
bad when it came to character. 

She said weakly, "I suppose you might as well 
tell me all about it.” 

“AH?” 

She looked at the brown fingers still curled around 
her shoulder. "Would you please?” 

He laughed again, but he let go of her, leaving a 
cold place where his hand had been. “Susie, I think 
before this goes any further—” 

"It’s not going to,” she said quickly. 

He ignored that. “We’d better back-flash a little 

"To die bar. And that fat little blonde.” 

“The wife of the deputy marshal, Susie.” 

“So you know my name. Good. What’s yours?” 

“Rafe Clements. Does it sound f amili ar?" 
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In a way, it did. A hazy sensation of comfort, safe¬ 
ty, was attached to that name. 

But she cried, “Nothing sounds familiar tome. 
What happened there, anyhow?” 

“I can only guess at the first part. Because I 
walked in Just in time to see die wife of the deputy 
marshal being told off neady by an undersized out- 
lander, which was you. The marshal preparing to 
make a pinch for vagrancy, at least.” 

“Do you have to make it sound like that?” Susie 
demanded. “It was all a—a mistake." 

“That’s exactly what I told the marshal. Only you 
weak Easterners are not supposed to be able to in¬ 
timidate us tough Westerners, so he was upset. Be¬ 
ing a braver man than he, I took the risk of grasping 
your arm and walking you out of there.” 

“Thank you. And then we came here? Then.. 
She gave a small cry. “My things!” 

“Your suitcase is in the closet.” 

“Thank you again.” She slid a quick look at him. 
“That’s all I’ve got in this world, you know.” She 
had a brief fading image of the closets full of dresses, 
coats and shoes she had left behind, and she was 
glad, glad to be rid of them. 

“So you told me. Several times.” He paused. “You 
still don’t remember?” Now his voice was hopeful. 

“I don’t think you have to tell me the rest. I was 
grateful for being rescued from the arms of the an¬ 
gry law, I suppose. And.. 

“I think I ought to tell you. I really and truly 
should. He folded his arms behind his head and 
studied her. “But it beats me, Susie. You were very 
definitely on your feet. Feeling no pain, sure. Or may¬ 
be feeling too much pain. But you were on your 
feet, and making good sense. I didn’t know I was tak¬ 
ing advantage—” 
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“All right," she said. "I’ll consider that an apolo¬ 
gy” 

“Then you’re very wrong. I’m not apologizing at 
all. We got married last night, Susie.” 

It was the way he said her name that caught her 
first. Susie. Making it something sweet and gentle. 
Then the meaning of the other words penetrated her 
skull—and exploded like dynamite. 

She turned her head very carefully, and stared at 
him. 


After a long unbelieving moment, she said, “I was 
finished with all that jazz when Matt was finished 
with me. Marriage! It’s absolutely impossible.” 

He gestured toward the closet. “All you have to 
do is look at the certificate. It’s in my coat pocket.” 

She knew from the way he was watching her that 
he expected some kind of fireworks. Just what kind, 
she did not know. But she was not going to give him 
the satisfaction of being right. She took a deep 
breath and held it until she was sure her voice 
would be steady. 

"But I don’t know you,” she said at last, 

“You thought you did last night.” He grinned at 
her. “It seemed quite simple. We decided we’re both 
the kind of people who know exactly what they 
want, and recognize it when they see it. We agreed 
we’d seen it—and since we’re not shoppers we didn’t 
think we had to double-check.” 

“Would you mind tellin g me what happened be¬ 
tween the time you walked into my discussion with 
the marshal, and,.. and the rest of it?” 

“I moved you out of there fast. We went to a little 
place down the road for something to eat. But you 
insisted on drinking instead. I didn’t notice you go¬ 
ing around the bend, particularly, so I didn’t stop 
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you- We got to talking, exchanging Uves, so to speak 
—we talked some more.” 

“About what?” 

“There’s not much use in covering the same 
ground again, is there?” 

She shuddered with memories; the wife-swapping 
parties, the morning-after guilt. Had she told Rafe 
about those? But she said, “And then we decid¬ 
ed...” 

“It seemed like a good idea to me. I suggested it, 
and you said—I’m quoting, Susie—you said, 'Sure, 
why not? Maybe I’ll have better luck going at it 
blind.’” 

She shivered, and put her hands over her face. 
“I’ll bet I said a lot more than that.” 

“I wouldn’t cover that bet,” 

“The shape I was in, it seems to me you could 
have easily gotten me into bed without going to all 
the trouble of making it legal.” 

“But that wasn’t what I wanted, Susie.” 

Again, it was the way he said her name. As if he 
knew her well. As if he had known her forever. She 
covered the sudden ache, demanding sharply, “All 
right, Rafe. I’ll bite. Just what did you want?” 

“Exactly what I got, A wife. And I’m well satisfied 
so far, thank you,” 

“You don’t take anything seriously, do you?” 

She told herself that she had done it again—sober 
or blind drunk, it seemed she sought her own level. 
Rafe was like Matt, one of the live-it-up, laugh-it- 
up boys. The thought was a sick taste in her mouth. 

“Do you take anything seriously?” he was asking. 

“Some things,” she said. “Sometimes.” 

“You didn’t tell me that last night.” 

She answered from behind masking fingers, “I 
don’t remember what I told you,” 
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“Then suppose you try.” 

"What do you think I*ve been doing?” she cried. 
“I have been trying, believe me—but it’s just gone, 
A complete and empty blank. I keep thinking, and 
all I remember is watching those couples, and won¬ 
dering why nobody wanted...” She stopped her¬ 
self in time. 

But she could tell by the look on his face that 
he knew what she had not put into words. 

Then he said it. “Why nobody wanted you?” 

The question hung between them. 

She kept silent. She did not know how to explain 
that what she had been asking, really, was why no¬ 
body wanted the kind of life she wanted. 

He sighed, “Obviously somebody did want you. 
Me.” 

“What should we do now?” she said finally, not 
looking at him. 

He answered, no longer laughing, “That’s up to 
you. I'm going to get dressed and locate some coffee. 
By the looks of you, you need it badly.” 

She felt the bed shift as he rose, and she rolled 
over, burying her face in her arms. She heard him 
splashing in the shower. She listened to him hum¬ 
ming as he shaved. Not Matt’s careful, precise notes, 
she thought, but patternless, off-key sounds that 
were infinitely more cheerful. 

When he returned to her, he was dressed. He had 
on a white shirt open at the throat. His sleeves were 
rolled above his wrists. He was a good deal taller 
and broader, standing up, than he had seemed in 
bed. 

He shoved the official-looking piece of foolscap 
into her hand, “See? Susie Moran, age twenty- 
three. Rafael Clements, age thirty. And the rest of it. 
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All entirely legal. Unless your divorce,.. Your final 
decree is clear, isn’t it?” 

“Oh, it is. That I remember.” 

"Well, you don’t have to look so miserable, you 
know. It’s not the end of the world,” he said gently. 

But it was, it was to her. She had started across 
the country telling herself that she would live down 
the past, live it down for good and never make the 
same mistakes. But she had. 

“It’s funny,” she said thoughtfully. “You don’t 
look a thing like Matt.” 

“So I understand. That was part of the general 
idea, last night.” 

“Last night. The hell with last night!” 

He grinned. “It will be a sore spot for a while. 
You'll wonder what you did, what you said. Well, 
I’ve told you more or less what you did, and more 
or less what you said—so look at it this way. It 
seemed right enough at the time so we didn’t wait. 
For all you know, by tonight it will seem right 
enough again. If it doesn’t, all you need is a year’s 
worth of patience, and you’ll have a free and clear 
divorce, and no hard feelings either." 

“A year's worth of patience?” 

“Residence requirements, Susie.” 

She looked away. “Suppose you just get me that 
coffee you were talking about.” 

He paused at the door. “Now tell me something. 
Do you always start yelling when you’re taken by 
surprise?” 

“No,” she yelled into the pillow, prepared to 
say more. 

But the door clicked gently. 

She knew he was gone. 
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AS soon as she heard the car pull away, she jumped 
from the bed. She made a quick stop at her suitcase 
for aspirin, then dashed for the shower. 

She was sure he would not come back. The mar¬ 
riage certificate was on the bed where she had 
dropped it. His shaving things were gone. She knew 
because she checked that first. He had had his jacket 
slung over his shoulder. 

In spite of the way he had been talking, he was 
probably hitting the highway at seventy for far 
points west. 

She hoped so. It would be easier not to see him 
again. Easier to scratch the whole thing off as one 
more bit of lunacy in the long string of them which 
had characterized her life, beginning with quitting 
school to marry Matt. 

She would get a job somewhere in the state and 
put in the year, and that would be that. She would 
smoothly and neatly forget Rafe Clements, just as she 
was going to forget Matt Moran and the sick thing 
their marriage had become. 

She looked at the shower, then at the tub. She 
could distinctly remember that while at the bar she 
had been savoring the prospect of a luxurious hot 
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bath to wash away the grime of that miserable bus 
trip and the ache of her ugly memories. 

The idea was too good to give up for anybody. 
She started the water and got into the tub. 

Rafe was right. It was not the end of the world. 

She watched the gushing water rise over her 
comely thighs to reach her breasts. She had once been 
proudly aware of her body, pleased by it. Matt had 
loved her for it, which had made it a valued thing 
to her. But now she looked with distaste at the heavy 
breasts, the long smooth curve of her hips. The 
warm water gave the taut muscles a crumpled look, 
which perfectly suited her spirit. 

She turned off the faucets and leaned back, clos¬ 
ing her eyes. 

Warmth stroked the back of her neck, soothed her 
taut shoulders, enveloped her in a gentle second 
skin. 

If, instead of another drink, she had done this, 
she would not have gotten involved with that tubby 
blonde... 

From somewhere outside there came the hum of 
bees, the singing of crickets. 

Susie lay very still. A hazy memory glimmered at 
the edge of her mind. 

She remembered a car, and the dark countryside 
rushing by; she remembered her head snuggled on a 
wide masculine shoulder. It had felt fine. She had 
been saying, "Oh, I had good reasons. A series of 
them. All blonde.” She had been saying, “Martinis 
for breakfast and bourbon for lunch—change your 
partner, and do-si-do—” 

And now, as if a switch had been pulled, a door 
opened and she remembered a number of things. 
The bits and pieces fell into place, with only a few 
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small dark shadows remaining to furnish the ques¬ 
tion marks.,, 

She was at the bar, grateful to be free of the relent¬ 
less rocking of the bus. She told herself it was time to 
stop drinking, though. All that booze-guzzling with 
Matt still had not taught her to carry it well. And 
she had not eaten for two days, or was it three? 
She was tired, and suddenly very hungry, and the 
drinks she had already had were burning along the 
edges of her brain. But she ordered another one, 
anyway, her eyes clinging to the scattered couples 
at the tables and at the bar-stools. The women with 
their men. She wondered why she was alone now- 
why Matt had not wanted a real marriage; not that 
she loved him any more, of course. It had all died 
somewhere along die line, including quick breathless 
hungering with which it had begun, the startled 
need. All of it that mattered had died. Yet she still 
wondered. 

Through blurred eyes, she watched that tubby but 
rather pretty blonde, the one circulating so freely 
between the tables and the bar. 

Susie envied her because she seemed so much at 
home. Then the blonde seemed to take offense be¬ 
cause Susie was staring. She ignored the first slanted, 
resentful looks and the low-voiced innuendoes. She 
was having a peaceable drink or two, that was all, 
and soon she would go and find that hot bath. 

Susie never knew exactly how it happened. But 
suddenly the blonde was too annoyingly near, and 
saying words Susie could not ignore. All the accumu¬ 
lated bitterness, the feeling of being pushed, ex¬ 
ploded in Susie. She snapped back viciously at the 
blonde. 

Then there was a blur of time—only brief moments 
before a pudgy man wearing a big hat, and with a 
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star pinned to his shirt, was talking to her. A sud¬ 
den hand seized her elbow. Seconds later she was 
out in die cool air. Stars glinted overhead. A red 
haze of neon curtained her eyes, A big warm body 
was holding her. 

And a deep voice edged with amusement said, 
“Just keep quiet. Or do you want to take on the whole 
police force?” 

She managed to straighten up. 

At the top of the big body was a face; white teeth 
flashed in a reassuring smile. 

Susie stepped back, crying, “My things are in 
there. A coat and a suitcase. Everything I own in 
this world. I have to go back,” 

“Not you. Show your face in there, and you’ll 
wake up in the hoosegow. I’ll get your stuff.” He 
slid a firm arm around her shoulders. “You’d better 
wait in my car.” 

There was another blur of time. 

She opened her eyes to see darkness flying by. 
She sat up quickly, crying out. 

“Easy,” he said. “We’re going to get you something 
to eat. A powerhouse like you needs fuel, and I 
think you’ve been stocking up on the wrong kind.” 

“Where are we?” she asked. 

“About a mile from a decent restaurant.” He turned 
and grinned at her. “I’m Rafe Clements.” 

“Susie Moran,” she said. And then, “My things?” 

“I put them in back.” 

It seemed then that they were suddenly in a dim 
place. A candle flickered on the table between 
them. Steak sizzled on hot plates. 

He said, “Eat, Susie.” 

“I’d rather have another drink.” She smiled at 
him, glad that she could remember his name, and 
added, “Please, Rafe.” 
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“Sure?” 

She nodded, and he signaled the waitress. Another 
blonde, Susie noticed. 

“And now?” Rafe said, 

“And now you want to hear my sad story. Why 
does a nice girl like me ,..” 

“That wasn’t what I was going to ask. But you 
might as well tell me.” 

She drank quickly, waited patiently for her empty 
glass to be replaced, and drank again. And she 
talked. It was a relief to say it all out loud, to say it 
to someone she would never see again. She let all the 
bottled-up hurt drain away in words. 

She told Rafe about Matt, about the first good 
year and the spoiling ones that followed, about the 
other women, the other men. She tried to describe 
the depravity that could not be described, the final 
nothing which had been divorce after she bad told 
Matt she could not stand any more, 

"You’re not the only one,” Rafe said. The candlelit 
blur of his face looked grim. “I have it behind me 
too." 

They talked until the candle burned down, and 
the waitress came and, unasked, put the check into 
Rafe s hand. Then Rafe drove Susie to another 
bar. They drank, and talked some more. 

At one point she had said, very sure of herself, “No 
matter what happens, I’m not going to let myself get 
hurt like that again. I’m finished with that kind of 
pain, Rafe.” 

You dont know,” he said. “You can’t make your¬ 
self promises like that.” 

“Oh, I do know. I do.” 

“It’s hard to be alone, Susie.” He grinned at her, 
“Or maybe I’m just the kind of a man that needs a 
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wife. The laundry gets too much starch in my shirts. 
The steak bums when I broil it.” 

She grinned back. “I can see those are disadvant¬ 
ages.” 

Then they were in the car again. Susie remem¬ 
bered Rafe holding her close, saying, “I’m a man that 
makes his mind up fast I know what I want when 

J it/* 

She nodded. “Yes. I’m that way, too. I can under¬ 
stand." 

“All right,” he said. “Then I’ll ask you straight out. 
Why don’t you marry me? I need a wife. And you 
need a husband. We’ve both had our hot romances, 
and got ourselves burned—but good. We’re past 
that, and willing to be. I think that if we join forces 
we’ll do each other a lot of good.” 

And in her newfound cynicism, she said, “Sure, 
why not? Maybe I’ll have better luck trying blind.” 

She winced as she spoke, remembering. Those 
years with Matt must have scarred her more than 
she had known, Once she had thought of marriage 
as a sacred trust. Those years with Matt... 

But then she and Rafe were knocking at a door. 
A dumpy man in soiled overalls let them in, said, “I’ll 
change first.” He returned moments later in a dark 
suit. He filled out a paper, offered a pen. “Sign here.” 
They used his wife's wedding ring, but only after 
she suggested it, and they returned it to her im¬ 
mediately after the quick, slurred words. The man 
yawned as he let them out. 

Some time later, Susie remembered, she stumbled 
on a step. 

Rafe said, “Excuse me.” He swung her into his 
arms. “Let’s do it right.” 

“Rafe.” She said his name aloud, tasting it care- 
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fully. “Make love to me, Rafe, Make love to me 
until I’m sober.” 

She remembered how he settled his weight against 
her, hard. His breath was hot against her face. 

“Until you’re sober and drunk again,” he mut¬ 
tered. 

She arched her body, raising her hips from the 
bed to meet his thrust. 

“Make me forget,” she urged. “Forget every breath 
I've drawn, every man I’ve touched.” 

It was enough to burn every memory of prior love 
from her flesh. 

“Make it last,” she begged, 

“Like dynamite with a long fuse?” 

“Yes.” 

“You’re greedy.” 

“Very.” 

“But sweet. Sweet and hot.” 

“Burning up." 

“I know.” 

His rhythm picked up, turned frantic. 

“Rafe!” 


“Wife. My pretty wifel” 

The explosion came. It came to separate the world. 
To whip water over the earth. To split trees and 
melt rocks. To make their bodies ache and shudder. 

Susie cried against Rafe’s shoulder. “Tell me I’m 
drunk,” she said. “Tell me it’s just the liquor.” 

“No” 


“I want it to be the liquor. I don’t want it to be 
you.” 

“Tough luck ” He took her face in his hands and 
gazed into her eyes. 

“But it is you,” she sighed. 

“Yes” 
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“And it will happen again. I want it to happen 
again." 

“Yes” 

He kissed her. The loss sent a flood of shocks 
through her body. 

“I want it to happen now,” she whispered. “Once 
again.” 

But this time it was different. It was slow and 
gentle. It filled her loins with a sweetness and a 
glow. 

“It’s like a shaft of light,” she whispered, "mov¬ 
ing inside me.” 

The embrace stayed gentle to the end. When the 
sweetness had become sharp and the glow had in¬ 
creased to a sunburst, she clung to Rafe, sobbed 
against his shoulder and caressed his back. 

“It was nice," she gasped. 

“It was a hell of a lot more than nice—and we 
both know it,” 

All this Susie now remembered ... 


She made a big splash in the tub as she jumped 
out. She snatched a towel, hurried to dry. She 
dashed for her suitcase. A white blouse lay on top. 
She put it on. She brushed her black skirt, and 
fought the zipper. She examined the dark smudges 
under her eyes, and covered the puffiness with pow¬ 
der. She drew a brave mouth with lipstick, and did 
her auburn hair. 

But the frenzied activity would not give her the 
escape she sought. She would have to face it. 

Rafe Clements had said the words. The night be¬ 
fore, their being together had seemed so very right. 

She sat down to wait for him. 
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TIRES sang out in the graveled driveway. Brakes 
squealed. 

Susie set her lips to give the little speech she had 
finally prepared. For, being a woman, with a woman’s 
pride, she had decided to act a little coy about the 
matter. 

It was all one big mistake, Rafe. Thank you, but 
I’ll just go on my way now, 1 wouldn’t make you any 
kind of a wife. 

The door flew open. 

Rafe held a bag that dripped coffee over his fin¬ 
gers. He wavered on the sill, his narrow mouth twist¬ 
ed in a relieved grin that mirrored accurately how 
Susie herself felt. She had not really expected him 
to return; he had not really expected to find her 
waiting. 

She forgot her speech. Instead, she said, "I thought 
maybe you wouldn't return.” 

“Are you kidding? I started out wanting to give 
you plenty of time. Then I rushed like crazy. Because 
I got to thinking that you might decide to go, so .. 

“Me? I never skipped a big scene in my life,” Susie 
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looked away from him. "But you-you took your 
razor,” she accused. 

He laughed, “I carry that razor around in the glove 
compartment of the car. I simply returned the thing 
to its berth.” He emptied the coffee from its soaked 
paper container into a glass. “Drink up,” 

She said an automatic, “Thanks, Rafe.” 

“You feel better?” 

“I took a bath. That helped no end.” 

He grinned at her, said, “Good. You seemed kind 
of upset.” 

“Maybe I’m not used to waking up in a strange 
bed with a strange man.” She heard the words, her 
own words, and they sickened her. How many 
strange beds, during those wild years with Matt, 
How many ... ? 

He was studying her, his pale gray eyes narrowed 
and thoughtful. Then: “You’ve remembered, haven’t 
you?” 

“Most of it. As much as I ever will, I guess. 
And more than I want to.” She ran her fingers 
through her auburn hair. “Look, Rafe,” she blurted, 
“I’m sorry. I just wasn’t all there last night, and it’s 
no good. We’d better forget the whole thing.” 

“If you believe that why did you wait for me?” 

She stared at the toes of her patent-leather pumps. 
She looked toward the rumpled bed. Finally she 
raised her eyes to meet his. “I told you, Rafe. I never 
run away.” 

“Except from Matt, of course.” 

“Least of all. I had to wait for the big scene there, 
too. Oh, yes. Otherwise I’d have left him long be¬ 
fore,” she said bitterly. 

She stood up, and took her coat from the closet. 

“I guess I should know where to notify you. When 
the divorce goes through, I mean,” 
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He had his head down, his hands jammed into 
his pockets. He did not answer her. 

She said, "Or isn’t that necessary?” 

He still made no answer. 

She said, "Goodbye, Rafe 

He raised his head, then. "You’re not going yet. 
This particular big scene isn’t over.” 

“It was over before it started.” 

She had the outside door open. It tore from her 
fingers and slammed so hard that she heard the gar¬ 
ish picture on the wall dance off its hook and crash 
to the floor. 

She turned, and Rafe was there, his big body 
pressing her, his arms locking her in. 

“Now, listen..The deep, quiet voice was full 
of command. "I want you to listen. Will you?” 

When she nodded, she felt his chest move along 
the top of her head, move slowly as if in a caress, but 
then he stepped back, and she was free. 

“What you told me last night, Susie. About why 
you left Matt. Was it all true?” 

“I don’t know just how much I told you. But any¬ 
thing I did tell you was true.” 

"You told me plenty,” he assured her. “All right. 
Sit down. This may take some time." 

She cried, “What do you want of me?” 

“Please. Sit down.” 

She shrugged, and sprawled in a chair, her head 
tipped back and her burning eyes half closed, “Let’s 
get it over with.” 

“What will you do after you walk out of here?” 

“I'll locate a job, and then put in that year you 
told me about. When the year’s up. I’ll move oh.” 

“How much money do you have?” 

She felt a quick leap of fright. She was a little low 
in the financial department, no doubt of that. But 
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she said steadily, “I don’t know for sure. Maybe thir¬ 
ty or forty dollars. Should I count it for you?” 

“And the alimony you get, of course.” 

She looked at him angrily. “There is no alimony.” 

“How come? It’s the usual tiling.” 

“Please, Susie ” 

"I simply didn’t want any alimony ” 

“That was foolish, Susie.” 

She narrowed her eyes again. “Get to it, Rafe.” 

‘'Why wouldn’t you take his money?” 

“I didn’t deserve it, for one thing. And I didn’t 
want any links. A check every month would be 
something between us. I couldn’t stand the idea of 
that.” 

“So you intend to support yourself. You intend to 
find a job. Fine. What can you do, Susie?” 

She shrugged. “Not much of anything. And I do 
think it’s kind of you to be concerned. But believe 
me, I’ll make out. Somehow I always do.” She sound¬ 
ed as if she wished it weren’t true. 

He grinned at her. “You want to hear the rest over 
ham and eggs?” 

“Oh, sure!” she said, so explosively that they both 
laughed. 


The car was a black convertible Cad. She knew, 
uneasily, that it spelled money. The red leather seat 
was warm against her back, and the sun glittered 
and danced on the road ahead. 

She relaxed and closed her eyes. 

He asked, “Did you ever have a blackout before?” 

“No. Why?” 

“I just wondered.” 

“I’m wondering about those ham and eggs.” 
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“I wouldn’t expect a little thing like you to get 
so hungry—not after that steak last night.” 

"Well, I do get hungry. Maybe that steak is the 
reason I didn’t have a hangover this morning ” 

“Maybe the reason is something else you had. 
Something we both had.” He glanced at her slyly 
as she laughed. "You know,” he said, “I don’t have 
any hangover, either. I guess love agrees with us.” 

She changed the subject. “I’ll bet you’ve passed 
three diners.” 

“I have. I’m playing for time.” 

“Rafe, it’s no use. Forget it.” 

“Did you know that for most of all time, people 
were married off through family arrangements? Hus¬ 
bands and wives hardly even saw each other be¬ 
fore the wedding.” 

“Really?” 

“They didn't even have recourse to divorce in case 
things didn’t work out. But the world went right on 
moving.” 

"How nice for the world.” 

“You could look at it this way, Susie. Why not 
make being my wife your job for the one year?” 

“Stop the car,” she exploded. “I want to get out” 

He responded with a laugh. His foot went down 
on the accelerator and the car leaped forward. “In 
a minute. Just think. You don’t have anything to 
lose, you know.” 

That was so obvious she could not deny it. But she 
cried, “I don’t want to be married, not even for 
make-believe. I’ve been through it once. I don’t want 
to belong to anybody. All I want is to be let alone.” 

He pointed through the windshield at a roadside 
sign. “Ham and eggs coming up.” 

He did not say anything more to her, not even 
after they had finished their second cups of coffee. 
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“Thanks,” she said. She pushed her chair back. 
“Will you get my things from the trunk?” 

“Where are you headed?” 

"You’ve asked more questions than you have a 
right to, Rafe. I’m not going to answer any more.” 

“Would you like to stay around here the rest of 
the day, maybe?” 

She sighed. “I don’t know where I’m going. I'll find 
out on the way. I’ll just get aboard the next bus—” 

He rose with her, followed her. "I’m driving home, 
to Albuquerque, that is. You’re welcome to ride 
along. Or if you want me to let you off somewhere— 
say Santa Fe—I’d be glad to.” 

“I guess not, Rafe. The sooner we forget all tills, 
the better.” 

“You could be more civilized about it,” he said, 
with the laughter suddenly shining at her from his 
gray eyes. 

“How long to Albuquerque?” 

“About two hours, three at most.” He swung the 
car door open. "T hink you can stand me for that 
long?" 

“I suppose I can try.” 

It was only after they had pulled out into the traf¬ 
fic on the highway that he said, “It’s a good thing 
you decided to come along, Susie. There's no bus 
stop back there. You’d have had a good long wait 
for nothing.” 

“Rafe!” 

“I know. I could be more civilized, too.” 

She did not answer. She watched the huge 
billboards, the “daddy, buy me” signs advertising 
curios, beer, snake farms, cactus gardens, Indian 
moccasins, hamburgers and chile. She watched the 
stimulators, and teasers and come-on posters fly by. 
Slowly they thinned away until at last she could 
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see the choppy red meadows splashed with the 
silver of sage and the green of mesquite and cedar. 
It was like the final step in leaving Matt, and all his 
crowd, behind. 

She smoothed her sun-aglow hair hopelessly as the 
wind tugged it, and tried not to think back or ahead. 

The silence grew too long and heavy to be 
friendly. She heard herself ask, “Where are you 
from, Rafe?” 

“A town called Tucumcari.” 

She waited, but he said nothing more. 

All she could think of, was: "What’s it like?” 

“Like any small town. My folks had a ranch. 
They’re dead now, and it’s leased out.” 

“What do you do in Albuquerque?” 

“Construction engineer.” 

“What’s that?” 

“I build roads, bridges, culverts. Things like that.” 

She had an instant picture of him, stripped to the 
waist, brown and supple and sweating, whistling at 
all the pretty girls who went by, while he drove 
one of those huge monsters that channeled road 
out of rock. 

At least he was not Matt—golfing, boating, swim¬ 
ming, cutting coupons, to pass what little spare time 
his constant debauching left him . 

She could think of nothing more to say. She 
leaned back. The silence lengthened again. 

The road dipped between towering walls of crum¬ 
pled black stone. 

She shivered and closed her eyes, and concen¬ 
trated on the hum of the tires. Never show that 
you’re afraid. Hide any weakness. Go down, and 
you get kicked, 

“It’s okay,” Rafe said. “Were out of the canyon 
now.” 
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She opened her eyes again, found him looking at 
her. 

“They seemed ready to fall down." 

“Particularly when you tip your head back that 
way,” he agreed. 

After a couple of miles, he added, “You told me 
you wouldn’t answer any more questions. But you 
asked me four. I counted them. I’d like to ask you 
two. Okay?” 

She laughed. 

"I take that for consent. All right—the first ques¬ 
tion is, how would a cool beer feel about now.” 

“Close to heaven. But if you’re going to dig for it 
at the side of the road, you’re more likely to strike 
oil.” 

“I travel prepared. There’s an icer of cans in the 
trunk,” 

“What’s the other question, Rafe?” 

“That’s five you owe me now.” He pulled over 
and cut the motor. “I’ve changed my mind. I’m go¬ 
ing to take them all. But the second is, do you like 
to fish?” 

“I don’t know. I’ve never tried,” 

“Never tried! Where did you grow up?” He 
grinned suddenly. “I know. That’s the third one on 
my side.” 

“In the east, naturally. A town called Glen Bur- 
- » 
me. 

He got the beer, gave her a can. “Your family is 
still there, of course.” 

“And that doesn’t count as a question.” 

“That’s the general idea. You catch on pretty damn 
quick, Mrs. Clements.” 

She covered the sudden confusion by taking a 
long sip. "Oh, good, Rafe.” 

“You also enjoy things.” 
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A quick trick of memory brought her Matt’s voice. 
Why cant you let go, ride with it? You’re always 
square and sour. Live a little, laugh a little, Susie. 
What makes you such a drag? 

She shivered and looked up. 

Rafe was watching her, his dark head bent, "We 
got off the subject, I’m afraid. Your folks are still in, 
where was it now? Glen what?” 

“You’ve used up four questions with that ‘where* 
business. It’s Glen Bumie. And it’s my father there.” 

“You still owe one. Keep track, Susie. I guess you 
didn’t want to go home to your father." 

“No.” 

"Tell me about it.” 

“Tell me about it,” she grinned. “All right, doc¬ 
tor. But there’s not much to tell. We had a falling- 
out when I married Matt, to begin with. Dad didn’t 
like him, and wanted me to finish teachers’ college.” 

“I don’t see why you didn’t go home when you 
and Matt broke up.” 

She finished her beer, handed him the empty can. 

He pitched the cans into the brush, and got into 
the car. “Why wouldn’t you go home, Susie?” 

She hesitated, thinking of the shortest way to say 
it. I was seventeen when I met Matt. My first year 
at school. My first taste of being away from home.” 
She stopped, 

“Yes,” Rafe said gently. 

Matt wanted me. He was thrown out of school, 
and he still wanted me. I guess that was it more than 
anything else. We just wanted each other. You 
know? I made the mistake of telling my father. He 
raved. Then we both did. And then he had detec¬ 
tives investigate Matt. My father insisted on a 
meeting, the detectives and him on one side of an 

32 



impressive-looking desk. And me on the other. Alone. 
They told me things about Matt...” 

“True things?” 

She sighed. “Oh, sure. He had a couple of lads 
around not wearing his name. He ... Oh, what’s the 
use? Anyway, my father kept yelling Matt was bad, 
stop loving him. Only I couldn’t stop. And I couldn’t 
go home afterward. Because I became just like Matt, 
everything my father hated. I was just too ashamed 
to face him.” 

Rafe was suddenly close, an arm around her shoul¬ 
der, a hand under her chin, tipping her face up. “I 
guess it's your business if you want to carry a torch 
for Matt." 

Instead of denying it, she moved away. “I guess it 
is. And now, shouldn’t we get on?” 

“Six. You owe me one more.” 

“I’m through playing that game." 

“Then clear the score.” 

“You’re impossible, Rafe.” 

He laughed as he pulled out on the highway. "You 
want to go fishing?” 

“You definitely are impossible.” 

He didn't look at her. “At least we’re getting to 
know each other.” 

“The answer is no. No, Rafe, I don’t want to go 
fishing.” 

That seemed definite enough. But after a few silent 
miles, he cut into a narrow, unpaved lane. The car 
rocked and fought and spun its way uphill through 
increasingly heavy brush. 

“I’m not going to ask you what you think you’re 
doing,” she said angrily. 

“I know what I’m doing■” 

In a few minutes, he parked and got out 
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She planned it immediately. Cleverly, she did not 
allow herself the tiniest glance at the dashboard. 

Nevertheless, he was way ahead of her. He 
reached in and took the keys. With a grin, he 
slipped them into his shirt pocket. “Very smart, Mrs. 
Clements.” 

“Not smart enough.” 

“Right,” He bent to roll up his trousers, then went 
around to the trunk. He took out the icer and set it in 
the shade. He also brought out a tackle box and a 
rod. 

She had curled up stubbornly on the front seat. 

He said, suddenly near, “You can have another 
beer now, if you want it.” 

"What are you trying to prove, Rafe?” 

“Have a beer, and a nap. Ill be down that way, if 
you want me.” 

She watched him disappear among the trees, rod 
under his arm, taclde box in his fist, three cans of 
beer in the crook of his elbow. 

She sighed, and got out to take a beer for her¬ 
self. The opener slipped on the first try. She swore 
and spun it, and that time it slit a reddening gash 
in her thumb. She stuck the thumb in her mouth, 
took the can and the opener, and started after Rafe. 

She found him propped against the sloping bank 
of a deep, fast-moving stream. The rod was jammed 
into the earth at his hip. He had his head back and 
his eyes closed. 

She stood behind him and watched. 

Finally, without moving, he asked, ‘What do you 
want, Susie?” 

“Do something about this ” She put the opener 
and the can into his hand. 

He snapped the tongue of the opener into the met¬ 
al with more force than was needed, and looked 
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sorry when it worked so easily. Handing Jback the 
foam-topped can, he said, “Go take a nap." 

“Why are you stalling, Rafe?” 

“I want to think. So go away.” 

*1 should have known better than to trust you.” 

He bent his head. “You don’t have any reason to 
say that. Yet.” 

She had noticed a blanket in the back of the car. 
She went back to fetch it, spread it out at Rafe’s 
side and lay down, listening to the muted whispers 
of the busy forest and the song of the stream. 

She drifted easily into sleep, and some time later 
she drifted as easily from sleep into wakefulness. 

Her face was burrowed into Rafe’s shoulder. She 
was certain that the movement of his cheek against 
her hair was a caress. 

"Can we go now, Rafe?” 

“Soon.” . , . 

She wanted to move. But her body betrayed her. 
It lay very still, a traitor, against his chest, held 
lightly by his folded arms. She felt the hard strokes 
of his heart at her cheek, and the curiously comfort¬ 
ing slight pat of his hand on her shoulder. 

She opened her mouth against his shirt, and her 
mind built a flood of protesting words. When she 
raised her head, however, his lips were there, wait¬ 
ing, and dammed the words back until they were 
dissipated and forgotten, and she was giving way 
to an eager breathlessness. No longer aware of the 
sky and the whispering trees. She was caught, 
trapped, by his embrace, by the hands that traced 
hot yearning paths at her breasts. _ 

When he rolled over, she went with him, her 
body arching up to his, arms reaching for his full 
weight. She received him in waves of delight that 
slowly crested and broke and spun her into throb- 
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bing delight and then just as slowly receded and 
brought her back to utter peace. 

She was still in the circle of his arms, with her 
cheek turned to his shoulder. She realized suddenly 
that she hadn’t even thought of Matt. 

Rafe said, “I didn’t plan it, Susie. The fish weren’t 
biting .,. and you were lying there, and... and...” 

She fought down her feelings of weakness and 
wonder. She said, “And it looked too good to pass up. 
All right, so you played a two-night stand. It doesn’t 
change anything.” 

She winced with a flash of pain when his arms 
tightened. 

His eyes were angry and a small muscle jumped in 
his jaw. 

She gasped, “Don’t, Rafe!” 

“Then leave the dirty talk to the folks back 
home.” But he let go of her, jumped to his feet. 

She smoothed her hair, straightened her clothes, 
made her way to the car. She sat in the front seat 
and waited while he flung the stuff into the trunk. 

Then he got in beside her. Obviously, his good hu¬ 
mor had returned. “You know,” he said, “we have 
more between us than most couples do on the sec¬ 
ond day of marriage.” 

She swallowed convulsively before she answered, 
“Oh, yes, you just proved that to me.” 

“Sex? I didn’t mean that. I mean I know you.” 

“I don’t know you, Rafe.” 

"You could. If you wanted to. Would it help if I 
told you I just don’t want you on my conscience?” 

“No.” Then she asked unwillingly, “Rafe, what’s 
truly behind all this? Why do you want to drag out 
the torture?” 

“You don’t trust anybody, do you?” 

“You still haven’t answered.” 
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"Let’s just skip that,” 

“A man like you.,. You could have plenty of 
women, you don’t need., ” 

Tm glad that’s occurred to you. Now remember, 
please, that I married you." 

“Not me. Some phantom that.. 

His hands knotted on his knees. "You," he said 
deeply, gruffly. Then: “Susie, I won’t ask more of 
you than you can give.” 

And there it was again, the way he said her name. 
Susie—making something sweet and gentle of it. 

But she cried, “Don’t you see? I’m hying to do 
the right thing for once. I can’t belong to anybody, 
I committed myself when I was seventeen, and when 
I found out what Matt was, I found out what I 
was, too. I can’t go through it again. And this is an¬ 
other piece of the same' craziness, Rafe. Getting 
drunk, and marrying you—” 

She sat quietly, listening to the voice echoing back 
at her. Matt’s voice. Life’s passing , Susie. I want to 
play and play, before it's too late. If you can’t live in 
my way, then try living it on your own. 

Rafe was saying harshly, “I told you. I’ve been 
there, too.” 

Remembering Matt had brought all the bitter¬ 
ness back. Why be afraid, Susie asked herself. She 
did find Rafe attractive. At any point, too, she 
could leave him if she wanted to. And as he had re¬ 
minded her, she had nothing to lose. And at least she 
would not have to worry about finding a job. So why 
was she fighting it? She didn’t really want to. It was 
just fear—fear of her own silliness—fear of making 
the same mistake twice. Well, the hell with that. A 
girl couldn’t walk around all the time in the grip of 
fear. 

She forced flippancy into her voice. “I guess you’re 
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desperate for somebody to do your shirts and cook 
your meals. Right?” 

“You can say that again.” 

“All right. Pick up the marbles. You win.” She lift¬ 
ed her pretty chin, “You now have a housekeeper, 
Mr. Clements.” 

A subtle change worked in his face. The twist at 
the comer of his mouth shifted, and for the first 
time she saw a dimple there, 

“Well, I’ll be damned. First time I ever won an ar¬ 
gument with a woman!” Chuckling, he started the 
car, 




38 



4 


WHEN they rounded the high curve, Susie saw be¬ 
low them the pink ribbons of widening streets that 
marked a sprawled and sizable town. She straight¬ 
ened up. “What’s that, Rafe?” 

“Santa F4.” 

The road circled and swooped down into the sea 
of red-tiled roofs and dusty, low pihon trees. 

Rafe gave her a brief commentary as he drove 
around the plaza. “Governor’s Palace over there. See 
those Indians selling pottery? The best shops that 
way. Here’s the La Fonda Hotel.” _ n 

“I’ve never seen anything like this in my life. She 
was a tourist suddenly, her eyes widening and hur¬ 
rying along the low buildings and the green plaza, 
staring, and then returning to Rafe. “It’s not real, 
is itr 

“Hell, yes” He parked, and as they got out of the 
car he took her face in his hands. “We’d better find 
you a hat, first thing. You're getting sunburned.” 

“I don’t ever wear hats.” She thought of the girls 
in Glen Bumie. White straws, white gloves, stock¬ 
ings, and the rest between, worn even for a Saturday 
walk to Market Street. How nice to remember that 
once she, too, had dressed like that 
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“You’ll have to don a bonnet, here,” Rafe was 
saying. “That sun can bore holes in your skull.” 

They found what he decided was right in a small 
shop on San Francisco Street. He picked it out of a 
tangle of raffia and dropped it over her hair, “Here. 
Made in New Mexico by New Mexicans.” 

“I’m sure I look like a mushroom, Rafe.” 

“You look beautiful.” 

“Just wait till you see me in a hat made by Old 
Mexicans.” She avoided his eyes, busied herself ad¬ 
justing the loop under her chin. 

On the street again, he said, “Time to eat again, 
I think. We’ll go to the Palace Restaurant. It’s right 
around the comer.” 

But they made slow progress. It seemed to Susie 
that every third person who passed stopped to say 
hello to Rafe, and each time he carefully introduced 
Susie. “My wife,” he would say, grinning like a big 
idiot. And each time, she dutifully murmured an 
empty how-do-you-do. 

In the restaurant, the waiter asked, “Drink, Mr. 
Clements?” As Susie opened her mouth to order a 
martini, Rafe said, “No, thanks,” very firmly, with¬ 
out looking at her. 

Susie closed her mouth. 

"If I’m going back to work, I'd better start ta¬ 
pering off,” Rafe explained, and added, “That goes 
for you, too.” 

She decided she didn’t want a drink anyway. She 
said, Are you the fair-haired boy around here, or 
something? Everybody seems to know you.” 

“I’m in this town a good deal. The job keeps me 
in touch” 

“How long have you been away?” 

“From Albuquerque? Oh, just a couple of weeks.” 

“Where did you go, Rafe?” 
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“To Kansas City." 

“Vacation?” 

He looked at her briefly, “More business than 
pleasure.” The twist in his mouth deepened. “Be 
careful. I’m counting the questions again.” 

“I guess I’ve given you the right to.” 

The waiter brought the filets mignon, along with 
green salads and iced coffees. 

When they had finished eating, Rafe said, “I’m 
now going to take one of the three you still owe me.” 

She smiled at him. “Let’s stop that game. Any¬ 
thing you have to ask me, just ask. I won't answer if 
I don’t want to.” 

But he skipped the question. He took her along 
Burro Alley to a small jewelry store. 

The pudgy owner cried, “Mr. Clements, glad to 
see you.” And once again, Rafe gravely performed 
the introductions. 

Mr. Sanchez had eyebrows like ribbons of steel 
wool. They rose to the peak of his high forehead 
when Susie asked to see a plain gold ring, one of the 
inexpensive kind. > 

Rafe wandered off as Mr. Sanchez checked the 
size. 

Susie tried on two rings. “They’re both fine, 
which one should I take, Rafe?” 

“Neither." He offered her a circle of diamond- 
studded platinum. 

She turned up the price tag, looked at it, then 
looked again. “No,” she said quickly. 

The eyebrows of Mr. Sanchez rose in an eloquent 
question. “You don’t like it, Mrs. Clements? ’ 

“Put it on,” Rafe told her, 

“But Rafe!” 

“I can afford it.” When she still hesitated, he took 
off the tag, slipped the ring on her finger. “I always 
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know exactly what I want as soon as I see it,” he 
grinned. The twist in the comer of his mouth had be¬ 
come a dimple again. “And these, too, Mr. Sanchez.” 

"No, Rafe.” Susie looked away from the pearl ear¬ 
rings. She didn’t have to see the price. She knew it 
would be high, much too high for working husbands. 

"Mr. Clements’ taste in jewelry is almost as good 
as his taste in wives,” Mr. Sanchez told Susie hap- 
pily. 

She smiled her thanks, but outside on the street, 
she stopped. Rafe, you shouldn’t have gone over¬ 
board like that.” 

“I told you. I can afford it.” 

“Construction workers don’t,. 

Engineer,” he said absently, taking her arm. “But 
I own the company.” 

"We made a bargain,” she said angrily. “You don’t 
have to buy me.” 

His hand fell away. He turned and went quickly 
down the street. 

Once again she felt as if she had stepped sud¬ 
denly into deep water. She hesitated, watching him 
from under the wide brim of her straw hat. At the 
comer, he turned, made a gesture that meant “come 
on.” When she did not move, he said it aloud, said 
it in a commanding voice that she could not ignore. 

She caught up with him. But he did not speak any 
more. 

At the car, he opened the door for her, closed it 
hard as she settled herself* He stood beside her, 
hands clenched. 

He said, “What’s the matter? Didn’t Matt ever 
buy you a present?” 

That had been one of the troubles. Too much 
money, too many things, presents all the time—and 
no joy, no joy. But she did not know how to explain 
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to Rafe. She swallowed hard, and spoke tautly. I 
think we can leave Matt out of it. 

Rafe’s mouth took on its twist. ‘Td be glad to. 
But you have a habit of reading ulterior motives into 
everything, bad motives. I hope you can outgrow 

B 

It. 

"Suppose I want to leave you,” she whispered. 
“Suppose we don’t get along. Will you-” 

“Did Matt ever hit you, Susie?” 

“Rafe-” 

“I ought to tell you that across the street you 
came near to being slapped. But not as near as 
you are right now.” He clenched his fists, made a 
visible effort to control his emotions. “You now have 
one pair of pearl earrings, and one wedding ring,” 
he said. “I don’t notice any dog collar, do you?” 

She took the small pink box from her bag. The 
pearls glowed at her. She slipped an earring on each 
ear, testing to be certain they were secure. 

Then she looked up at him. “I’m sorry, Rafe. And 
I do thank you for the present. I love pearls, you 
know.” 

He grinned. “At least nobody can say you mar¬ 
ried me for my money,” 


The sunset struck veins of red from the black 
mountain that brooded over them. 

“It’s a strange country,” she said soberly. “Any¬ 
thing can happen, out here.” 

“Yes. Plenty of people have found that out—even 
tourists." 

“Is it far now, Rafe?” 

“Only a few minutes.” He went on, “Listen, Su¬ 
sie, it’s a pretty good house. I did a lot of work on it 
with my own hands, so I know. But if there’s any- 
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thing you want to change or add, that will be okay 
with me." 

She managed to smile. “I know. Filthy rich.” But 
inside she felt sick. She was back where she had 
started from when she had left Matt. Except that 
Rafe was not Matt. That was the only difference. 
That was the thing to hold on to. 

“Flip again ” Rafe was saying. 

“It comes natural, I guess.” 

He ignored that. “The suburb is pretty nice, good 
and solid. Some land around the houses, a few pools. 
The neighbors are mostly old acquaintances of mine, 
an informal bunch. 

heart seemed to sink and still. He was painting 
the familiar picture. Every word he said was another 
ache. What had she done when she had married 
him? 

Til try not to make trouble,” she said aloud. 

"You?” He slid a surprised look at her. “You won’t 
make any trouble. Don’t worry about that.” 

“Then what are you so edgy about? Having sec¬ 
ond thoughts?” 

He did not answer. 

The car swung off the highway, skidding on the 
dirt shoulder. She fell against him. When she started 
to move away, he said, “No, it’s a good idea.” He 
slid his arm across her lap. “No second thoughts, 
Susie, I m looking ahead.* 

Twilight filtered through the leaves of the young 
arching cottonwoods, spilling an eerie light on well- 
kept gardens and big houses. 

Still, she was not really prepared when he turned 
into a curving driveway, 

“Home,” he said* 

It was a long, low adobe, with dark-brown vie;as 
and a red-tiled roof. 
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“Rafeshe whispered. “It's a mansion.” 

“Oh, no,” he laughed. "Don’t go by East Coast 
standards. Things are cheaper here, if you stick to 
the local materials.” He parked, got out. “I was get¬ 
ting ready to give you a lecture on the building 
trades.” He grinned. “Maybe I'd better save it for 
later.” 

She hesitated before the wide carved doors. 

He went ahead, threw back the unlocked panels. 
“It has suddenly occurred to you that I might be 
Bluebeard at least, hasn’t it?” He grinned. “So live 
dangerously. Come into my parlor, Susie. See what 
tortures I have in store for you.” 

She had been remembering that he had carried 
her into the motel room, saying, “We might as well 
do it right.” She brushed the thought aside. 

But he looked at her face, and he seemed to pick 
the thought out of her mind, for as she passed 
him, he swung her up into his arms, and held her 
very tight. 

“I want to tell you that all things considered, our 
honeymoon was the best I ever had,” He kissed her 
hard, but put her down so quickly that he couldn’t 
have felt her instant response. 

She stood stiffly, overwhelmed by her need to turn 
back into his arms. 

That time, he misunderstood. He touched her 
shoulder. “Relax. Take a look around. Make the 
place yours. Since you’re not a guest, you don’t get 
the guided tour.” 

The living room was very long. Pale-green cur¬ 
tains billowed at the open windows. The round-cor¬ 
ner fireplace was laid with wood. Fresh-cut flowers 
filled a bowl on a low table. The wide red divan 
was smooth and unwrinkled. The black leather chair 
was shining. 
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'Its beautiful/* she said at last "And it doesn’t 
look as if it’s been closed up for weeks,” 

‘‘That’s Serafina ” 

nvho?” 

Serafima* She comes in a few hours every day to 
keep things going.” 

' To do the shirts, and so on ” Susie grinned. "You 
didn’t need a housekeeper, Rafe.” 

Well, she bums the steak. Like me.” He turned 
away. "Ill get the bags. Just walk through.” 

She heard him whistling those offkey, sweet notes 
again, and she smiled to herself as she wandered 
about the house. There were two large bedrooms, 
one a glowing yellow with a giant-sized bed, the 
other pale blue and containing two sofas. The small 
den was filled by its big scarred desk. The bath had 
a sunken tub. The kitchen was big and square, more 
windows than wall, and each sill held a rack loaded 
with tiny cactus plants in dozens of craggy shapes. 

She heard him come in, and went to meet him, 

"Welir he asked. 

Lovely, Rafe ” But something hurt inside her. It 
was too good, too fine. She knew what all the luxury 
meant. She was afraid. Because she was remember¬ 
ing that other house. 

Fieldstone instead of adobe. Green terraces in¬ 
stead of sloping lawns. Tall elms instead of cotton¬ 
woods. 

And remembering, too, a particular night. She and 
Matt and Delia and Bill Evans. The four of them, 
but paired askew, she had thought, right at the start 
of that crazy evening. 

Matt, leaning over Delia. You look very appetiz¬ 
ing tonights And Bill, his lips at Susie’s ear. I’ve 
been waiting for this since the first time Matt 
brought us here t 
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Waiting for what? she had wondered, in eighteen- 
year-old innocence. And then she had found out. 

After an hour of drinking together on the terrace, 
Matt and Delia had gone inside, and Bill, laughing, 
had edged himself into Susie’s chair, saying, “It took 
them long enough, didn’t it?” He had put his hands 
on her breasts, holding her when she^tried to wrig¬ 
gle away, kissing her. He had asked, ’What do you 
think they're doing inside?" As if she had not 
guessed. 

Guessed, and known that it had all been set up 
beforehand. So she knew that all the rumors were 
true, and the wife-swapping whispers real, and she 
knew she was a part of the evil. She and Matt- 
Matt inside, holding Delia, exactly as Bill was hold¬ 
ing her, Susie, drawing her to her feet. She turned 
blindly into his arms, her eyes closed. She let him 
lead her into the house, past the sounds from the 
dark living room, along the long, carpeted hall to 
what they called the music room, and to the three- 
comer ed sofa everybody joked about. 

He pressed her down into the pillows, and his 
hands seemed everywhere, and still with her eyes 
closed, she said, "No.” 

“You just need another drink. He laughed, and 
moved away. A few moments later he was back, 
holding a glass to her lips, saying, Drink it, Susie. 
She took a sip, then a gulp, and she felt the liquor 
bum in her throat, and then, where it spilled on her 
bared breasts, she felt the chdl. 

She said, “No. Matt.” 

"Matt’s busy right now.” Bill laughed, lifting her. 
“I’ve been waiting for this.” 

Then he was over her, and in her. Deep in her. 
She flinched before the alien invasion, and felt it 

47 



grow inside her; and her own body, separate from 
herself, answered,.. 

Later, when she was alone, she opened her eyes. 
The drapes moved at the windows. The house was 
silent. Matt came in, sickeningly drunk by then. 
"Was it good, Susie?” He laughed uproariously. She 
cried, “Not Rotten. I hate him.” 

“Poor baby, come here,” Matt said. 

She told him, "No, don’t touch me.” 

But he touched her, and touched her, and the un¬ 
satisfied hunger in her drove her, sobbing, into 
warm acceptance of his familiar caresses. 

The next day, soberly, she told Matt, “Never 
again. Remember, Matt.” 

He laughed, ‘Susie, if you don’t like Bill, there 
are plenty of other men around.” 

She cried, “Matt, what are you trying to do to 
us?” 

His blue eyes were flat, disinterested. “You want 
to stay married to me, don’t you?” 

She wanted to stay married to him. Then. But 
something happened as time passed, as the proces¬ 
sion of new lovers passed through her arms, and 
through Matt's arms. 

Something happened to her love for him, and 
she began to see herself finally, to see clearly the 
viciousness of the life she lived .., 

They had been sailing, another foursome. The 
Martins and the Morans. By then, Susie was exper¬ 
ienced, and she knew how it would end. They went 
to the country club for drinks; later, back to the 
house. 

The Martin man—she had forgotten his first name, 
if she had ever known it—was big, dark-haired, with 
a mat of curls on his chest that heightened the long- 
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growing disgust Susie had been harboring inside 
her. 

Habit had made the music room, the three- 
cornered sofa, Susie’s province. And either the living 
room or the big upstairs bedroom were Matt’s pre¬ 
cincts. 

They were there, in the music room, the Martin 
man and Susie. She was drunk enough to ignore his 
wet-mouth kisses, but when she felt his hands at 
her shorts, she thrust him away, saying, “No, I don’t 
want to.” 

“Look, you’ll have to.” 

“What are you going to do—rape me?” 

“Look, there’s no such thing as rape. Relax and 
enjoy it.” 

“Let me go!” 

His lips were a cold, vicious grin. “Not until I 
get a taste of your thighs and a sample of what’s 
between them.” 

"Son of a bitch!” 

He grinned again, enjoying the struggle. She felt 
her strength slipping away. 

He said, “Take off your panties,” 

“No.” 

He ripped them off. His hands probed her hare 
flesh. She made a last, violent effort to free herself. 

“Matt!” she screamed, knowing it was useless to 
call him. Knowing he was too busy to give a damn. 

The Martin man said, “Matt ain’t coming, baby. 
My wife is seeing to that.” 

He kissed her and squeezed her hard. She relaxed 
in his arms, tired of struggling. He kissed her breast 
and stroked her buttocks. Against her will she felt a 
response stirring in her flesh, 

“Go ahead,” she muttered, clenching her teeth. 
“Get it over with.” 
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It was hard and violent, love from a stranger. She 
kept her eyes closed, hating it. 

“Move,” he panted. “Stop acting like a corpse.” 

She held back, kept her body rigid. He pumped 
hard. When it was over he lay back, winded. 

“Stubborn little bitch,” he gasped. 

She started to get up. He grabbed her, pulling her 
down on him. 

“You’re going to do it again,” he growled, “for be¬ 
ing so stubborn.” 

He went at her with a fury. She tried not to re¬ 
spond but he was pouring flames over her loins, 
scorching her buttocks. Suddenly she let go like an 
alley cat, uttering words from the gutter, raldng his 
flesh with her nails. When it was over, he said: 

“As I told you, there's no such thing as rape.” 

She turned her face away. She felt soiled, rotten 
inside. 

But the important thing was that she knew Matt 
must have heard her screams. Yet he had not come 
to her... 

So she saw, at last, that the whole sorry mess of 
her marriage was over. But she waited. She waited 
to teU Matt, to give him that one last chance. 

He made the choice hers. He said, “This is the 
way things are. You can stay if you want to. It’s up 
to you. But if you do—” 

So she had left Matt. She had left that life behind 
her. Was she now back where she had started 
from .,. ? 


She came out of her reverie as she felt Rafe’s 
hand on her shoulder. “Anything you want to 
change, Susie?” 

“No,” she said stiffly, “Not a thing.” 
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“Hey—what's the matter?” 

She shrugged wordlessly, walked to wide glass 
doors that led off the living room. She peered out¬ 
side into what seemed to be a walled patio. 

“Susie?’* 

She made herself laugh, turned to look at him. 

He stood there, frowning. 

She switched on a lamp. "You know what I 
think?” she said. “Rafe, I think.. 

“I'm learning,” he cut in. “When you get that em¬ 
barrassed look on your face, you're getting ready 
to tell me you’re hungry.” 

Relieved by his forbearance, she expelled her pent 
breath. Tm making up for lost time,” she said. 

“I'll be glad to see you fat and sassy. You know 
where the kitchen is, so go to it.” 

"What would you like?” 

"I eat anything.” He grinned, “Except crow. Well 
—sometimes that, too.” 

“I begin to feel better already.” She started for 
the kitchen, but as she passed the glass doors, he 
said, “The pool is out there.” 

“Pool?” Again her heart seemed to go still inside 
of her. But she pretended interest, and he followed 
her out, turned on dim yellow lights. They leaped 
and danced, like small flames, on the long rectangle 
of water. 

White wrought-iron tables and chairs stood in the 
shadows. A white chaise was at the side of the pool, 
its back lowered invitingly. A high adobe wall, bro¬ 
ken only by a barred gate covered with ivy, closed 
off the whole patio. 

It was quiet here, peaceful, cut away from the 
world. 

“It’s lovely,” Susie whispered at last 
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“Would you want a swim before you cook? I can • 
find you a suit.” 

Her face suddenly glowed. “Could we?” 

“Sure. If you can put off eating for a little while.” 

"I can, just barely.” She went down to her knees, 
dipped her hands in the water. 

"I'll get the suit,” he told her. 

He was wearing white trunks when he came back, 
and an unbuttoned shirt hung from his shoulders. 

He put the two brief ribbons of a bikini into her 
hand. “These ought to fit.” 

She looked into his eyes. “Are they hers?” 

The twist deepened at the comer of his mouth, 
"Go put them on.” 

Susie fled to the nearest bathroom. She managed 
to stuff herself into the bikini, but barely. Susie 
looked at herself in the full-length mirror doubtfully 
before she ventured back to the pool. 

Rafe did not hear her come. He was standing on 
the diving board, lost in thought. His long, wide¬ 
shouldered back was slumped. 

She crept up behind him. “It fits. Almost ” 

He turned slowly. His eyes made an obvious and 
appreciative inventory of the narrow ribbon of green 
from which her breasts spilled, the bit of green that 
made a scant triangle under her swelling hip bones. 

She stepped back, feeling as if he were touching 
her, as if his hands rather than the serious gray eyes 
were lingering on her flesh. 

It fits, period. And you have an entrancing na¬ 
vel, he said tensely. At the same time, he reached 
for her. 

She ducked back on the board, but he caught her 
and laughed. 

“Trying to tease, hey? I’ll show you.” 
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And then he fooled her by throwing her into the 
pool. 

She came up, sputtering indignation, and found 
him waiting, a hand out to steady her. 

“I’ll race you,” he told her. 

She crawled toward the other end of the pool, 
splashing mightily and making good progress. 

But he still did two laps to her one. He was wait¬ 
ing with a big towel when she climbed out 

“Lovely, lovely,” she laughed. 

"You do enjoy things, Susie.” 

She remembered that he had said that before. 
Then he rolled the towel around her, began to 
stroke her slim body dry, and pulled away. “You’ll 
spoil me, Rafe.” iV,' Vihi.. v - 

“If that’s all it takes...” But he went to table. 
In a moment, there was the startling pop of a cork. 
He came back with two glasses. “It seemed the right 
time for champagne, Susie.” 

She smiled up at him. “It’s always the right time.” 

She sat at the foot of the chaise, wrapped in the 
towel, with one slim hand poked out to hold the 
glass. He refilled it before she reached its bottom. 

The diamonds in her wedding ring threw back 
splinters of Hght at the yellow lanterns. 

He squatted on his heels before her. 

They talked in spurts, the casual conversation of 
people long used to each other. 

She wondered, as she sneaked quick looks at his 
shadowed face, why the quiet moments seemed so 
familiar. As if, in some other life, she had sat with 
him in an enchanted place, and watched to see sud¬ 
den laughter peer at her from his eyes, and listened 
to the slow even sound of his deep voice. 

The harsh imperative of the phone broke into the 
idyll. 
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He looked up, sighing. "I guess they saw die 
lights. I’ll be right back, Susie,” But before he left, 
he unhurriedly refilled her glass. “Drink up. There’s 
more where this came from,” 

She watched him go in as the phone shrilled 
again. He still did not hurry. 

He was away only a few moments. He came back 
with another bottle, and stopped at the table to 
open it. When he had dropped down again beside 
her, he filled both glasses. “That was business. The 
gang is being tactful, I guess.” 

"Because you’ve been away?” 

“Maybe.” He fumbled in the shadows beside him, 
“Do you like peanut butter?” 

She sputtered with sudden laughter. “Of course.” 

“It might not go with champagne.” 

"Everything goes with champagne,” 

He grinned. “I consider that a satisfactory answer. 
So here.” He stuck a sandwich in her hand. “There 
was something about your being hungry before. 
Remember?” 

She took a bite of sandwich and a sip of cham¬ 
pagne, and looked at him sidewise. 

He was watching her, on his face an expression 
that she couldn’t read. 

"You're just a kid,” he said. “I only realized it 
just now. The way you wrinkle your nose at the bub¬ 
bles, the way you lick your lips. Tell me the truth, 
Susie. Did you ever drink champagne before?” 

She thought of the gilt rooms, the silver buckets 
at tiny tables, and the quick hard sound of Matt’s 
laughter, of his voice. Bring the bottle of Scotch. You 
can’t get anywhere on champagne. 

She answered, “Not with a peanut butter sand¬ 
wich, Rafe. Not like this. I guess it really is the first 
time.” 
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She looked at the bubbles rising in the glass, 

The champagne was bubbling in her head, too. 
This gave her courage. She said, “Rafe, I ve told you 
all about me. About Matt. What about-well, you 
said you were married—” 

“Yes. I want you to know,” 

And then the phone rang again. 

He swore softly. “In a minute, Susie. He went 
inside. 

She emptied her glass and set it on the ground 
near the chaise. She slid out of the towel and lay 
back. 

The dim yellow lanterns made her slender body 
seem painted with gold. 

She wriggled to find comfort, and bent her knees - 
slightly, and folded her arms behind her head. 

The stars glittered above her like the diamonds 
on her finger. The sky was a jeweled band, too, con¬ 
tracting around her. She closed her eyes, and lis¬ 
tened to soft joyful laughter, and knew it was her 
own, and she was not afraid any more. Then she 
lay quietly. He would come back to her and tell her 
about himself. 

She felt the slow rise of desire gather and twist 
and knot. 

She knew when Rafe returned, stood in the door¬ 
way, looking at her. But she did not move. 

The ribbon at her breasts had slipped a little, ex¬ 
posing more of the golden curves. Her bent knees 
showed the long smooth lines of her thighs. 

She waited, arched and posing, with a hunger that 
was almost pain. 

And then he was beside her, bending to her and 
laughing, “Are you doing that on purpose, Susie? 
Because if you are...” 

She raised her arms, to him, and her mouth. She 
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felt his tongue probe at her lips and as she surren¬ 
dered to the slow exploration, he moved down to 
her, finding all the needing, hungering places. Her 
hands knotted upon his back, “Oh, yes, Rafe,” she 
whispered, "Oh, yes, Rafe. Like that. Like that— 
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FOR the second time, she awakened with Rafes 
hand on her shoulder. But this morning, she recog¬ 
nized him, knew him. She smiled sleepily, said, Hil 
Then, realizing that he was dressed, she asked, 
“Where are you going, Rafe?” 

"To town and to work. After two weeks off there 
are a few things that need looking after. He sat 
down beside her. “Sorry I had to wake you up-but 
I thought I'd better tell you.” 

He was wearing a starched tan shirt open at the 
throat, sleeves rolled above his wrists, as usual. His 
tan trousers were sharply creased. 

He brushed her auburn curls back from her fore¬ 
head. “You going to be all right? Serafina will be 
along a little later. And I’m sure the Davises saw the 
lights here last night. Lissa will come over to say 
hello.” 

Matt had never gotten up so early, and certainly 
not for work. His life had been play and more play. 

She said before she could stop herself, “Are you 
really going to work, Rafe?” 

“My business doesn’t run itself, Susie. And right 
now ...” He stopped. “What’s so funny?” 

That was because she was smiling. 
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Rafe was not Matt. That was the important thing 
to remember, she reminded herself. She had finished 
one life, and started another. 

Her hand went out to touch him, 

“Nothing's funny. I’ll be fine” She sat up. "But 
what about your breakfast?” She pulled at the straps 
of lace that had slipped down on her shoulders. 

Let me get you something. It won’t take long.” 

“Trying to soften me up, or something?” He 
laughed. 

“Don’t make fun of me, Rafe." 

His gray eyes grew serious. “Susie, I'm not used to 
that kind of service. I just grab a cup of coffee. I-” 
He was about to say more, but stopped himself. He 
tipped up her face. “Kiss the old man goodbye, hon- 

e y* 

It was no longer a make-believe marriage. He was 
ter husband, really her husband* 

She felt her face grow warm, and knew from his 
amused expression that she must be blushing. But 
she slipped her arms around him and raised her 
mouth. 

When he kissed her, she was certain that he meant 
it. His lips and his hug were full of affection. She 
whispered, as much to herself as to him, “It's not 
like I thought it would be. It’s not just a deal. Not a 
bargain” 

He held her tight. “No, Susie. It’s much more thqti 
that. 

She lay back on the pillows, still feeling his arms 
around her, the quick hard touch of her lips. 

“I put some money on the kitchen table. You might 
need it. And the car keys. 111 get a ride down with 
one of the boys.” He turned to leave the glowing yel¬ 
low bedroom. “If you go out, wear your hat, bear?” 

She said a careful, “Thanks, Rafe ” and snuggled 
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in the bed, closing her eyes against sudden surpris¬ 
ing tears. 

She was not accustomed to being cared for. Matt 
had taught her to expect nothing in the way of solici- 

Yet later, when she got up and unpacked the few 
things she had with her, when she had managed to 
fill only one drawer in the huge dresser-and to make 
die double closet that had once belonged to some¬ 
one else look even more empty by hanging up her 
four skirts-then Susie was afraid again. 

She turned and looked around the big room. 

“No,” she said aloud, trying to put certainty into 
her voice. “No. This is going to be different.” 


Serafina, it turned out, obviously could do ihe 
laundry to Rafe’s satisfaction, and had never burned 
a steak in her life. That much Susie decided after 
five minutes’ conversation, which consisted mostly 
of shrugs, pointing, and smiles—for though there 
were many, many things Serafina could do perfectly, 
speaking English was not one of them. Among her 
few phrases, however, was one particularly interest¬ 
ing to Susie. Serafina spoke it with a gesture at the 
black leather chair which stood for Rafe, of course. 
“Him mucho man,” she said. The words were deliv¬ 
ered with a giggle, and a sly twinkling look from 
eighteen-year-old black eyes set in the wrinkled sldn 
of a sixty-year-old face. 

Serafina was shorter even than Susie; thin, and 
quick as a lightning bug. She missed a front tooth 
but her smile was beautiful under her saffron-hued 
cll6cks * 

She was plainly as delighted with Susie as Susie 
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was with her. Which gave Susie one more thing to 
be happy about. 

She had just put on her make-up when she heard 
the patio door bang open, heard a shout. “Hey, Mar¬ 
igold, where are you?” 

Marigold? Susie raised her eyebrows. 

She went, bright-eyed and still smiling, into the 
living room, prepared to explain, correct, do what¬ 
ever was necessary. 

“I know you’re back,” the voice called. “Come on, 
Marigold.” 

Serafina was there before Susie. Scorn twitched the 
yellowed cheeks. “No Marigold,” she was saying 
firmly to the girl in the doorway. “No Marigold," she 
repeated, waving Susie away with a work-worn 
hand. 

But Susie came forward, still smiling. 

“You’re not Marigold!” the girl said. 

No. I m not. I’m Susie.” She stopped, allowed the 
pause to lengthen. It became much too long, for un¬ 
accountably she had forgotten the name she sought. 
Oh—Clements, that was it. Still managing to smile, 
she went on. “I’m Susie Clements.” 

“But I thought—I mean Rafe went to Kansas City, 
We all knew that, and now everything’s settled...” 
The words faded off. 

There was another silence. 

Outwardly Susie remained composed. She did not 
ask, 'Who s Mangold?” She did not have to. She was 
sure she knew. Marigold was the woman Rafe had 
mentioned. The one he had been going to tell her 
about, but never had. 

Serafina muttered, “Susie, yes. Here,” with much 
approval in her voice, and beat a retreat to the 
kitchen. 

The girl at the door grinned. ‘'You’ve got yourself 
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an ally- A good one. That Serafina!” She continued, 
“Talk about sticking your foot in it. You’re Rafe’s 
wife, of course.” She came forward, her hips undulat¬ 
ing with her smooth model’s walk. “I’m Lissa Davis. 
You must think I'm out of my mind.” 

“Not at all,” Susie said politely, wishing that Lis¬ 
sa, tall, dark-haired and beautiful, whether in or 
out of her mind, were at least out of the house. But 
she accepted Lissa’s hand, gave it a brief shake, and 
let it go as quickly as she could, murmuring at the 
same time an empty, “Glad to meet you.” 

“Ill bet.” Lissa was still grinning. “Rafe’s proba¬ 
bly going to skin me alive when he hears this.” 

“Why should he? I know he’s divorced.” 

Lissa sprawled, uninvited, and plainly at home, in 
Rafe’s big leather chair. Her narrow dark eyes lin¬ 
gered over Susie in a long, careful look. 

Susie knew that look. She’d seen it many times 
before. It was a what-kind-of-comp etition-are-you 
look. A how-are-you-going-to-change-things look. 

“The mistakes people can make when they jump 
to conclusions,” Lissa was saying ruefully. “Honest¬ 
ly—” And then, "But really, the way Rafe’s been 
moping around the last year, and of course, we’d 
never heard about you ... He’s a close-mouthed son- 
of-a-gun, anyway. To get anything out of him is like 
p ulling teeth.” 

Susie smiled. “We haven’t known each other very 
long.” She didn’t wait for the logical question to be 
asked. She said, “I’ll see about some coffee, if you’ll 
stay for it.” 

“Will I?” Lissa laughed. “Try and get rid of 
me. I want to hear all.” 

Which was what Susie had dreaded, but she said, 
“There isn't much to hear, I’m afraid.” 

She went into the kitchen. 
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Serafina gave her a quick wink with one eighteen- 
year-old-twinkling eye, along with that beautiful, 
understanding, comforting smile. “Forget Marigold- 
bad woman,” she muttered and, carried away, she 
went over to rapid and expressive Spanish, which of 
course, Susie didn’t understand. 

But she said, “Yes, Serafina.” She forced herself to 
smile back. Her hands felt cold as she prepared the 
tray, thinking that Marigold had probably used the 
same one to serve Lissa coffee. 

Susie took a deep breath as she carried the tray 
into the living room. 

Lissa was waiting eagerly, now perched on the 
edge of the chair. 

Like a bird preparing to swoop down on a break¬ 
fast worm, Susie thought, reminding herself not to 
show that she was afraid. 

She filled a cup for Lissa, handed it to her. “It was 
nice of you to come and visit,” she said, in her best 
Glen Buraie afternoon-tea voice. 

Lissa exploded into laughter. “Listen to you! Wild 
horses couldn’t have kept me away. I had a million 
questions to ask Marigold, so now I have a million 
more to ask you.” 

“Shall I take an oath first?” Susie queried, chuck¬ 
ling despite herself, Lissa was marvelously frank, if 
nothing else. 

And that began the two-hour, two-coffee-pot par¬ 
rying match. 

Susie, well-experienced with Lissa’s kind, was deft 
and relaxed outwardly. 

But inside, the root of disillusion took hold, and 
grew. From Lissa’s few words, Susie conjured up the 
whole picture. 

Bafe had gone to Kansas City to plead with Mari¬ 
gold to come back with him. She had told him she 

62 



wouldn’t, and then on the way, Rafe had found Su¬ 
sie, and seen his chance to save his pride. If he 
couldn’t come back with Marigold, he’d come back 
with another wife. That would shut up people like 
Lissa Davis, So the story wrote itself in Susie’s mind. 

Disillusion became a monstrous ache. 

Why the make-believe tenderness? 

Susie turned off the questioning voice inside her. 
She listened to Lissa, smiled, and said little. 

At last, Lissa rose. “You’re as bad as Rafe is," she 
grinned. “But never mind. There’s loads of time. I 
hope.” She started for the patio doors, turned back. 
“How about a swim?” she asked, as if Susie were 
the guest and Lissa the hostess. 

“I’m afraid not,” Susie answered, not pretending 
regret. “I'm going into town. I want to see what it’s 
like.” 

“Like nothing under the sun,” Lissa told her. “Did 
Rafe leave you the car?” At Susie’s nod, Lissa went 
on, “Too bad he doesn’t still have that gorgeous 
sports job Marigold took. You’d love it.” 

“I’ll manage with this one.” 

“I’m sure you will, Susie. That’s one thing about 
Rafe. His taste is always good. Wait until my Ed 
sees you. His eyes will just plain pop, that’s all.” Lissa 
flipped her hand in a casual salute. “I’m right next 
door, remember. Run over later if you want to.” She 
disappeared through the patio doors. 

Susie stood up. She looked around the big beauti¬ 
ful room, seeing it as she had seen it the day before. 

She had spent a few hours in a pleasant dream, a 
wonderful dream—kiss your husband goodbye, hon- 
etj. But now she had awakened. 

It was all so familiar. The room, the house, Lissa 
in her suburban uniform of Bermuda shorts and skin¬ 
tight jersey, Lissa, and her husband whose eyes would 
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pop—yes, and whose hands would undoubtedly wan¬ 
der. 

Susie swallowed hard. 

Matt had taught her once. Why did she have to 
leam over and over again that you couldn’t trust 
anybody? 

She took the tray into the kitchen. 

Serafina had gone. 

There were forty dollars, along with the car keys, 
on the comer of the table. 

She put the money and the keys in her bag, and 
then went into the bedroom. She looked at her suit¬ 
case, still near the dresser. But she did not touch it. 
There was plenty of time to pack. She could hear 
herself telling Rafe, “I never run out on a big scene.” 

But now she wished she could. She wished she 
never had to see him again. 


She was wearing her travel outfit—the black high- 
necked sweater, the narrow black skirt. 

She sat at the foot of the chaise, watching a nar¬ 
row sunbeam dance its way across the pool. 

A car paused in the driveway, then went on. 

She closed her eyes, waited. 

Rafe’s whistle, still slightly offkey, but cheerful as 
ever, came closer. 

"Susie?” His deep voice was suddenly near. “Su¬ 
sie?” 

The way he said her name, making something 
sweet and gentle out of it, only made the ache in her 
worse; and when he touched her, touched her hair, 
the ache became anger. 

She swung around, “Rafe, can’t we stop playing 
this silly game now?” 

“What?” His hand dropped away from her hair. 
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He stepped back. His mouth twisted. “Susie, your 
nose is red. You didn’t wear our hat that makes you 
look like a mushroom.” 

“Stop it,” she cried. “I know about Marigold! Why 
couldn’t you at least have been honest with me?” 

“You know about Marigold?” He sat down beside 
Susie. “What about her?” 

“I don’t mind your using me. I can understand 
that, But why couldn’t you tell me the truth? Why 
pretend? Why let me ...” Her voice broke. “Rafe, did 
you have to make a fool out of me Just to save 
your silly pride?” 

He said tiredly, “Matt again.” 

“Leave Matt out of this. He’s got nothing to do 
with your lies.” 

“Lies? All right, Susie. Just what do you know 
about Marigold?” 

She kept her eyes on her clenched fists. “That 
you went to Kansas City to see her. I can figure out 
the rest. She wouldn’t come back with you, and there 
I was, so you talked me into doing a stand-in job. 
Okay. We made a bargain, and I was ready to keep 
it. But why did you say that trip was more business 
than pleasure? Why couldn’t you.. .” 

He cut in, “Susie, was Lissa here today?” 

“Yes, Lissa was here.” 

He laughed softly. “I gather you consider her tire 
last word on my affairs.” 

“She does.” 

Rafe spoke grimly. “I did not go to see Marigold 
to ask her to come back to me. That’s about the last 
thing in the world I wanted then, or I want now. Lis¬ 
sa may have her own ideas on the subject—but that’s 
her problem, not mine.” 

“Then why did you see her?” 
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“This is a community property state, Susie. I had 
papers for her to sign.” 

“The mails are still operating,” 

The twist in the comer of his mouth became a 
dimple. “Susie, when it comes to business, Marigold 
likes to be as obnoxious as possible. She doesn’t sign 
papers that arrive in the mail. She throws them 
away." 

“But if you weren’t looking for a stand-in, then 
why did you marry me?” 

“I told you. 1 wanted a wife.” The silent laughter 
shone at her from his gray eyes. “And not because 
of Lissa Davis, either.” 

Some itch of distrust still remained. Since she had 
gone so far, Susie decided, she might as well go all 
the way. 

She said, “I’ve been straight with you, Rafe. I told 
you all about my marriage with Matt. I told you why 
it broke up. Why don’t you let me in on what hap¬ 
pened between you and Marigold?” 

“It was a long, slow death, Susie. Marigold would 
have left me years ago, except for—” He stopped, 
shook his head. 

Susie waited. When he did not go on, she asked, 
“Except for what, Rafe?” 

“My money." He turned away. “And that’s about 
enough of Marigold, for today and forever.” His tone 
changed, “Look, I’m a hungry, tired man. Is there 
something you can do about it?” 

“And that’s all you have to say, Rafe?” 

“If you go out tomorrow, wear your hat.” 

She caught his arm, “Listen to me, listen! I don't 
want any more dissimulation, Rafe. I don’t want any 
more games. I have to know where I stand * 

He pulled her into his arms, held her close. “You 
know exactly where you stand, Mrs. Clements. You 

66 



stand in your own house, beside your own pool, in 
the wrong kind of clothes for a before-dinner swim, 
and if you don’t make a start on changing to the 
right kind of clothes you might suddenly find that 
skill and blouse very wet indeed.” 

She believed him. Somehow, in spite of everything 
she had learned during her years with Matt, she be¬ 
lieved Rafe; he was not putting her off—was trying 
to tell her that he wanted her, that he cherished her, 

“I’m sorry,” she told him, 

“Forget it.” His voice was vibrant and deep. 

She buried her face in his shoulder. He hugged her 
to him. Something happened during the embrace. 
His hands began to fondle her supple curves. His 
heart began to pound, 

Susie smiled. “I thought you said you were hungry 
and tired.” 

“Not tired any more. Just hungry—” he said, bend¬ 
ing to kiss her. 

The gate in the patio wall squealed. A cool, mock¬ 
ing voice said, “I came to make amends, Rafe. How 
about drinks and barbecue at our place in about an 
hour?" 

Rafe deliberately held the kiss, though Susie tried 
to break it. He held the kiss until they were both 
breathless, and then, grinning, he raised his head, 
although he kept Susie in the circle of his arms. 

“Hello, Lissa. No amends necessary.” 

“Ed thinks so.” Lissa laughed. “He offered to 
punch me in the nose when I told him what I’d ac¬ 
cidentally revealed to the boss’s new wife.” 

“Accidentally?” Susie said. For she was suddenly 
seeing Lissa in a new light; she knew now why Lissa 
had planned these barbs. Lissa wanted Rafe—Susie 
was sure of it. 

“Amends or not, the invitation stands,” Lissa said. 
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Susie was shaking her head against Rafe’s shoul¬ 
der; nevertheless, he told Lissa they would be over 
later. 

When she had gone, Susie asked, “You knew I 
was saying no, didn’t you?” 

“I knew it. But we can’t be hermits. Come on, 
Susie, Ed and Lissa Davis won’t hurt you. Don’t look 
like Daniel going into the lions’ den.” 

“I didn’t think you wanted to go, either. Not just 
now.” 

He grinned down at her. “We have an hour, Su- 
sie. 

She walked with him, inside the circle of his arm, 
to the bedroom. 

He stripped off his clothes and went in to shower. 

She listened to the cheerful offkey whistling, puck¬ 
ering her own lips to follow his notes soundlessly as 
she looked over her clothes. 

She did not hear him come out, but suddenly he 
was asking, “What did you buy today?” 

“Nothing." She turned to look at him. "Why?” 

“But you need things, don’t you?” 

“I guess so.” 

“Well, then?” There was an odd, intent expres¬ 
sion in his eyes. 

“Oh, I’ll get around to it some time.” She went on, 
“Today I just drove around Albuquerque, seeing 
what it’s like.” 

He grinned. “Without the hat, Susie?” 

“Without the hat,” she said. “I had other things on 
my mind, though.” 

“Forget them.” 

“It’s less than an hour now, Rafe.” 

“Then let’s hurry. Come here, you.” He laughed. 


She was still tingling when they walked through 
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the ivy-covered gate and across the bach lawn to 
the neighboring side-terrace. There were love bruises 
on her throat and breasts, and her lips felt swollen 
with kisses. 

Her hand tightened on Rafe’s arm when she 
saw the crowd. 

The before-dinner drink and barbecue with the 
Davis couple turned out to be a full-dress, welcome- 
home surprise party for Rafe and his new bride. 

Her mind went back to other terrace parties she 
had known. Parties that started when she arrived, 
holding Matt’s arm-and ended when she left with 
someone else ... 

She froze in her tracks, unable to walk, unable to 
breathe... 

“Relax,” Rafe said. “You can take them on singly 
or in a gang.” 

“But I don’t want to take them on at all. 

“You’re trapped,” he grinned. “Here comes Pappy 
now.” 

Pappy was Ed Davis, a tall, very thin man, with 
thin blond hair, and a thin mournful face. He did not 
look as if he belonged with Lissa. He did not look as 
if he had wandering hands, either. That was Susie s 
first surprise. 

He peered down at Susie, eyes definitely approv¬ 
ing, but not popping as Lissa had predicted they 
would. He said, “Lissa tried to tell me, but she didn’t 
do you justice.” He smiled and turned to Rafe. Did 
you get to those proposals?” 

“Not yet, Pappy. I haven’t had time.” Rafe grinned 
at Susie, his eyes asking silently: Remember? 

“We’ve got to turn them in quick, Rafe. The way 
things are now, the first one in ...” 

“Don’t worry, Pappy. There’s always tomorrow.” 

“If we don’t get on the ball, we’ll.. 
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‘'Look, Pappy—we don’t talk business at parties, 
do we?” He smiled into Susie’s questioning face. 
‘‘This is my right arm, honey, and the man who does 
the worrying for me,” 

“Somebody has to,” Lissa said, suddenly beside 
them. 

She was wearing a black sheath that seemed paint¬ 
ed on from just above the nipples of her lush breasts 
to her rounded knees. Her shining black hair was 
pulled into a sophisticated knot. Long turquoise 
stones hung from her ears. 

Susie felt small and ill-at-ease in her white off- 
the-shoulder blouse and flaring green skirt. 

Lissa went on, ‘‘I told you two an hour. You’re so 
late I figured you’d gotten involved and forgotten 
us." 

Again Rafe’s smile flashed at Susie. ‘‘Almost, Lissa.” 

Susie touched the small pearl earrings he had giv¬ 
en her. It was like touching him. 

Lissa said, “Pappy, honey, you take the bride 
around, and I’ll handle the groom.” 

Ed grinned at Susie, “The pleasure’s all mine. 
Ready to take the plunge?” 

She looked at Rafe. 

He gave her a little push and a reassuring smile, 
and turned away with Lissa. “Lead me to the liq¬ 
uor, lady?” 

They made a beautiful pair, Susie thought, watch¬ 
ing them. Rafe’s dark head near Lissa’s, their tall, 
long-limbed bodies as if made for each other. 

And Lissa thought so, too. 

Ed was saying, “You’re going to like it here, Su¬ 
sie. And Rafe—that’s one wonderful guy you’ve mar¬ 
ried.” 

She did not have to answer. For she was suddenly 
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surrounded, and names were coming at her, smiles 
beaming, hands offered and shaken. 

She had a drink, and then another, and when 
Marge Bowen said, “But she’s so young..Susie 
looked up, ready and willing to do battle, but saw 
warm brown eyes, smiling and friendly and flatter¬ 
ing, and realized suddenly that Marge was a very 
well-taken-care-of thirty-five, at least, and that Su¬ 
sie’s youth delighted her. That was Susie’s second 
surprise. 

“I’m young, but aging fast.” Susie laughed. 

“And "so are we all," Marge told her. “But don’t 
let it get you down.” Her brown eyes surveyed the 
crowd, then returned to Susie. “If they bore you, 
just ignore them.” 

“They won’t bore me,” Susie promised. 

“And don’t let them scare you either,” Marge ad¬ 
monished. “I remember the first time I walked in on 
this gang-all hearty, all big, all frighteningly frank 
and nosy. I wanted to turn and run.” 

Susie looked at Lissa and Rafe, still together, Rafe 
was laughing, shaking his head. Lissa was talking at 
him, rather than to him. 

“I’m across the street,” Marge said. “Straight over. 
There was this little thing with Jim, that’s my hus¬ 
band, and Rafe, but thank goodness, it’s over now. 
Anyhow, you come and visit when you get around to 
it, Susie. Were a pretty informal bunch.” 

“That’s what Rafe told me," Susie answered ab¬ 
sently, her eyes still on Rafe and Lissa. 

He must have felt her glance, because he looked 
her way, grinned, and left Lissa standing there, with 
her mouth still open in the middle of a sentence. 

Susie watched him walk toward her. Tall, moving 
easily, the laughter free in his gray eyes, the twist 
turning into a dimple at his mouth. 

71 



That's my husband, she told herself. That's Rafe. 

He touched her auburn hair. “You doing fine?" 

She took a small sip of her martini. “What do you 
think?” 

“I think you’ve finally stopped being scared.” 

“I have.” Susie’s voice was very firm. But definitely 
she had not stopped being scared, She was masking 
the fact that still she was watching for the familiar 
signs—couples separating to disappear into the sha¬ 
dows of the lawn. That she still was listening for the 
first innuendoes to come slithering into the conver¬ 
sation around them. 

And when Jim Bowen put his hand on her shoul¬ 
der, she was quite ready. She twitched from under 
his fingers with a look that made his smile falter. 

But he said to Rafe, “I’m glad you made out all 
right.” 

“I knew I would,” Rafe answered. “It was just 
a matter of waiting it through.” 

“Well, come on by some time, Rafe. No hard feel¬ 
ings?” 

“No hard feelings, Jim,” 

“What was all that about?” Susie asked, when J im 
had gone to the candle-lit buffet. 

Rafe shrugged, “More business,” 

“But he looked so embarrassed.” 

Rafe turned her toward the table. “Time to eat, 
honey.” 

“I'd sooner have another drink ” 

He grinned, “Let’s not start that again." He took 
the glass from her fingers. “Food first, hear?” 

He stuck close to her the rest of the evening, and 
that was her third surprise. She stopped looking for 
reminders of the past. 

When they left, Lissa and Ed said together, “Come 
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back soon ” as if they were going a long distance 
instead of just next door. 

Susie was laughing over that as they went into the 
house. 

Rafe hugged her to him. “I love to hear you 
laugh, Susie.” 

“1 love to laugh ” she answered. 

“Then never stop,” he said soberly. 
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6 

SUSIE was up to her elbows in pie dough and peach 
juice when she heard Lissa shout from outside, 
“Hey, Susie, where are you?” 

The sound was an echo of the first time they had 
met, when Lissa had called, “Marigold, hey, Mari¬ 
gold, where are you?" in the same brisk, expectant 
voice. 

Susie shrugged the memory aside, as something 
old and used-up to be tucked forever into the bot¬ 
tom of a locked cedar chest. She was too happy to 
be bothered by anything, even memories. 

Rafe had come home two days before, grinning, 
“Do you know what tomorrow is?” 

“No, what?” she had asked. 

“Anniversary, honey.” 

“Rafe, you remembered the day I One whole 
month!” 

He pulled her into his arms. “Mrs. Clements, want 
to help me take a day off to celebrate? Want to go 
fishing?” 

“Fishing, Rafe?” 

He stopped the protest with a kiss, then said 
against her lips, “We might stop in Santa Fe first, 
take in the sights. If you’re a good girl, that is." 

74 




Which was what they did. They had a whole 
beautiful day wandering in the crooked pink streets, 
and a slow dinner by candlelight, where the string 
of pearls he had given her to complement the ear¬ 
rings glowed like the warmth of his hand against 
her skin. 

She had protested, but carefully that time, when 
Rafe had bought them, whereupon Mr. Sanchez’ 
steel-wool eyebrows again peaked in unbelieving 
question. 

They had had drinks in a small cantina, listening 
until dawn to a guitarist sing and play bittersweet 
Spanish songs, and Rafe, holding her hand very 
tightly, said, “I want to give you everything, Susie, 
And one of these days—I will.” 

“I have everything,” she had told him. “Everything 
I’ll ever want.” 

She had everything she wanted ... 

That was what she was thinking when Lissa 
called, “Hey, Susie, where are you?” reminding her 
of Marigold. 

Lissa appeared in the kitchen door, dressed for 
town in green linen and high-heeled green shoes. 
“What on earth are you doing?” 

“Rafe likes peach pie,” Susie said. 

“You ever hear of bakeries?” Lissa perched on a 
comer of the table, dangling her long legs. “They 
make peach pies, you know,” 

Susie laughed. “Not like I do.” 

“You’re a bad influence on this block. Pretty soon 
Pappy’s going to be expecting home-made pies.” 

“It wouldn’t hurt, would it?" Susie asked, smiling 
to take any possible sting out of the question. 

“Not him, it wouldn’t. It would sure hurt me.” 
Lissa was quiet for a moment, then went on. “You 
look like the end of the story... They lived happily 
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ever after in a big house near the edge of the for¬ 
est.” 

“I feel like that, I guess.” Susie tasted the dough, 
considered, and added salt. “I’m a real hick at 
heart, Lissa." 

Lissa did not answer, 

She was quiet so long that Susie glanced up. 

Lissa had an odd, uneasy look on her face. 

“What’s the matter?” Susie asked quickly. 

“Nothing exactly.” But Lissa’s dark, narrow eyes 
would not quite meet Susie’s. 

Serafina came into the kitchen. She gave Susie a 
twinkling, sympathetic smile, and began to wash 
dishes at the sink, her head cocked, plainly listening. 

Susie rolled the dough, and waited. Whatever 
Lissa had on her mind would come out sooner or 
later, she knew. 

She was fitting the dough to the pie pans when 
Lissa said, “I don’t know, Susie... It’s a funny 
thing. Ed says to leave it alone, but—” 

“But what?” 

There was something bad coming. Susie could feel 
it already creeping into the room, touching her with 
cold fingers. She worked steadily, eyes lowered now, 
head slightly bent, auburn curls on her cheeks. Nev¬ 
er let on that you’re afraid, she told herself. You 
know what happens when you let them get you 
down. 

“It’s probably nothing at all,” Lissa said thought¬ 
fully, “But—Marigold’s back in town.” 

Susie was proud of herself. The quick alarm that 
leaped in her stayed under cover. She hid it well. 
She kept her suddenly cold hands working at Rafe’s 
favorite pie. 

“It’s a free country, Lissa ” she said. “Anybody 
who wants to can come to Albuquerque.” 
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“Sure” Lissa agreed. “But Marigold hates Albu¬ 
querque. She’d come bach for only one reason.” 

“That's silly,” Susie said in a calm voice. 

“Sure again. Except that you don’t know how it 
was with Rafe and Marigold. I mean, he was crazy 
about her. I never saw anything like it. He would 
take anything she’d dish out. Anything—really. Him, 
Can you imagine that? And he was completely bro¬ 
ken up when she left. Broken up in more ways than 
one, too.” 

“It always hurts when marriages collapse,” Susie 
said, thinking of Matt and herself. 

“But they were a pair. You know what I mean. 
Really a pair. Not like...” Susie thought Lissa was 
going to say, ‘Not like you and Rafe, Susie.’ Instead, 
Lissa went on, “Not like Ed and me, for instance. 
Pappy and me, we’ve got our understanding, and 
that’s about it. But Marigold and Rafe ...” 

Serafma called loudly from the sink, "Enough 
Marigold, yes? She bad.” The girl slammed down 
the dish towel and stalked out. 

Lissa laughed. “Honest, she’s a riot. Listening all 
the time, like that. How can you stand her?” 

“Stand her? Why, I love her,” Susie said. 

“So did Marigold. Specially since Serafina was 
around full time then, and did all the work—and I 
mean all of it.” Lissa grinned. “Catch Marigold get¬ 
ting up to make Rafe breakfast like you do. And as 
for baking pies ...” 

Susie poured sliced, sugared peaches into the 
dough shells, slipped the pans into the wall oven. 
“As I said, I’m a hick. I enjoy fooling around in the 
kitchen.” 

“Go on,” Lissa grinned. “No woman does.” 

“So here’s the exception that proves the rule.” 
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“I wonder what she’s doing here, anyhow,” Lissa 
persisted. 

“Who?” 

“You know who. Marigold.” 

“Visiting friends maybe.” 

“Friends? Marigold? Are you kidding?” Lissa guf¬ 
fawed. “That man-eater can’t have friends. Why 
Marge Bowen would scratch her eyes out if she 
turned up on the block. And if it weren’t for the way 
Ed is, so would I, just on general principles.” 

“Want to swim?” Susie asked, trying to get away 
from the overworked subject of Marigold. 

“No, thanks. I’m going shopping in a little while. 
Want me to drive you in?” 

Susie said she planned on staying at home. 

“Too bad you don’t have the sports job. I guess 
Rafe will buy you one when he can.” 

“When he can?” Susie asked unwillingly. 

“Oh, you know... the way things are ... I guess 
he wants to be careful.” 

“The way things are?” 

Lissa looked at Susie, bewildered. “You mean 
Rafe didn’t tell you about the scandals and what 
happened, and all?” 

“Oh, that,” Susie said quickly, trying to put con¬ 
viction into her voice. “Sure, he told me.” 

But she wondered what Lissa was talking about. 
What scandals? In connection with Marigold? 

“You scared me for a minute,” Lissa laughed. 
“Rafe’s so close-mouthed, I thought maybe ... And 
Ed would knock my block off, if...” She stopped, 
her dark eyes intent. “You do know, don’t you?” 

Susie grinned at her. “Lissa, we’ve been married 
for a whole month. What do you think?” The 
smooth, sure sound of her voice amazed her. Lissa, 
we’ve been married for a whole month. As if that 
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said it all. She went on quickly, "We spent our anni¬ 
versary in Santa F6, had a wonderful time, slept over 
and all” 

Yes, they had stayed in a motel. Susie could pic¬ 
ture it now with startling clarity. The cabin had 
been separate and quiet, surrounded by giant pink 
hollyhocks, and an unbelievable stillness. 

They had taken a bottle along, but it had sat, un¬ 
opened, on the top of the bureau, while Rafe had 
sprawled in a large armchair, Ills wife of one month 
curled on his lap. 

They had lingered there, enveloped by the still¬ 
ness and the fragrance of the pink hollyhocks, satis¬ 
fied with the nearness of each other. 

Rafe had caressed her auburn hair in a way that 
had become familiar during the past month, while 
Susie had rested her head on his broad shoulder. 
She had fingered the buttons of his shirt until first 
one and then another had slipped through its indi¬ 
vidual hole, exposing the golden brown of his solid 
chest. 

A soft fingertip had trailed the line of the opened 
shirt. The touch thrilled both of them. The warm 
glow spreading through Susie had made her feel as 
though the same sun that had browned her man was 
beating down on her then. 

Rut there had been no sun. Only a small cabin, 
the still of the night, a breath of hollyhock-and 
Rafe. 

She touched her lips to his throat, then had lifted 
her face for his kiss. 

Moments later he had been lifting her in his arms 
like so many feathers. He had carried her to the bed, 
kissing her tenderly, and when their mouths had 
parted he had touched his lips to her hair and eyes 
and throat. 
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After that he had toyed with the zipper of her 
skirt for an eternity, while Susie had yearned to 
reach out to him, touch him, pull him to her, feel his 
body against hers. The skirt had come off, and then 
her blouse. His lips had moved to the hollow of her 
breasts. His tongue had outlined the V of her bra 
as one large hand had caressed a soft thigh. The 
other hand had come up to cup the covered breasts, 
breasts aching to be free. 

Rafe had stretched out next to her then. They had 
lain on their sides, face to face, he fumbling with 
the snaps of her snowy-white prison, she with the 
bucMe of his belt. 

A sigh had escaped Susie’s lips as her breasts bad 
been released. Her arms had encircled Rafe, He had 
buried his face in the sweet, free flesh. 

He had nibbled at a pink tip of one creamy, 
soft breast, while with his fingers he had teased and 
caressed the other. Susie had pulled him to her then, 
so that nakedness had touched nakedness, hot and 
eager lips had met soft, yearning ones, pounding 
heart had beat against pounding heart. 

Urgently, Rafe had slithered the silky half-slip 
over her hips and silkier thighs. The nylon panties 
had come next. Then he had gathered her in his 
arms, pressing her to him so that the buckle of his 
belt ground into her soft stomach. 

She had squirmed against him then, had broken 
free. She had tugged frantically at the belt, till at 
last he had had to help her. 

And then he been next to her; they had been to¬ 
gether—man and wife, united in love. Rafe still 
kissing and caressing, Susie writhing with desire. 

Rafe had been all over her: His burning lips on 
her mouth and nipples, his hands on her quivering 
thighs > her breasts, her buttocks, his strong, muscu- 
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lar body pressing against her yielding womanhood. 

Susie had moaned beneath him, had clung to him; 
she had pleaded, “Please, Rafe. Now—” And she 
had arched to meet him. He had taken her then. To¬ 
gether they had soared higher and higher until Su¬ 
sie’s head whirled, but Rafe would not relent. And 
then—then his fingers had gripped her buttocks, her 
nails had raked his back, while, clinging to each 
other, they had scaled the final peak in their journey 
to ecstasy. All heaven and hell had erupted then, 
exploded in Susie’s head, throughout her entire be¬ 
ing. 

Afterward, Susie had cuddled in her husband’s 
arms, unable to move, unable even to answer when 
Rafe had whispered, "Happy anniversary, love.” 
Drifting off to sleep, she had been thinking that 
never again could anything be so wonderful. 

But she had awakened later to Rafe’s touch, his 
light kiss that heated her body; in moments she had 
been aglow once more. 

And so they had passed the night—loving and 
sleeping and wakening to love once more, until one 
time Susie had said, "Serafina calls you mucho man. 
She’s right.” Rafe had laughed, “She’s only guessing, 
Susie. Don’t make any wild accusations.” 

He had silenced his wife’s giggles with more hard, 
probing kisses ... 

Susie stopped her recollections now, controlled the 
sudden quiver of her thighs responding to memory. 
She willed herself to listen to Lissa. 

“I know,” Lissa was saying dryly. “Ed was bitch¬ 
ing about it all over the place. He needed Rafe, and 
Rafe was off on his second honeymoon. Or should I 
say third?” Lissa grinned. “Ed’s just jealous, of 
course. He’s crazy about you, in his tired way.” 
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“Pappy’s a nice man,” Susie said. “And he’d hard¬ 
ly notice me with you around.” 

“Are you kidding?” Lissa slid off the table. “What 
I don’t see is how you’d notice he’s nice, being mar¬ 
ried to Rafe, and hardly having time for us anyway. 
Well, I’m off. And I’m glad I told you—in spite of 
what Pappy said. I feel better about it. Forewarned 
is forearmed, I always think.” 

"Warned?” Susie asked. 

“You're either hopeless, or pretending to be.” 
Lissa grinned. “About Marigold, Remember?” 

Susie nodded. Oh, yes, she remembered. But she 
managed a goodbye smile when Lissa left. 

When the pies were out, cooling on the big table, 
Susie went to the bedroom to dress. Lissa had 
brought up a dozen disturbing questions. Susie de¬ 
cided to escape them by paying a visit to Rafe. A 
few minutes with him, looking into his laughing 
eyes, and all the ugly thoughts would vanish, she as¬ 
sured herself. 

She wore a white dress. Rafe had said several 
times he liked her best in white. She looped on the 
sun hat he had bought her that first time in Santa 
Fe. She secured the pearl earrings to her small ears 
—for luck, she told herself. 

Then she started walking down the long, curving 
road that led to the highway and the city bus stop. 


Susan had never been to Rafe’s office. She man¬ 
aged to lose herself twice before she finally found 
her way to the low, sprawling building. 

When she did get there, the first thing she saw 
was the Cad convertible she had assured Rafe she 
would not need that morning. 

Rafe was behind the wheel. 
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And on the sidewalk, talking urgently, stood the 
most beautiful girl Susie had ever seen. A tall, lush 
blonde with golden skin. Susie instantly knew this 
girl must be Marigold. 

Rafe was smiling, the twist deep at the comer of 
his mouth, and shaking his dark head. 

Susie automatically stepped back to watch. 

Marigold swung open the car door, and with a 
sensuous movement of her long legs, slid in beside 
Rafe. 

Still shaking his head, still smiling, he moved the 
car out into the traffic of Central Avenue. 

Susie walked back to the corner. She waited 
numbly, all the unanswered questions churning in 
ugly whirlpools inside her. 

But she made up her mind that she would not yet 
condemn Rafe. He was not necessarily doing any¬ 
thing wrong, no matter how things looked. She 
would wait for him to explain. 

She would not ask him about Marigold. She 
would not ask why he was seeing her. 

She knew he would tell her himself. He would 
grin, say, “Susie, you know what happened to¬ 
day... r 

Susie retired to the nearest drugstore, thought¬ 
fully drank an ice cream soda, then returned home 
by cab. 

But Rafe was quiet when he arrived that evening. 
The skin over his high cheekbones seemed stretched 
too tight, and there was a grim look in his pale gray 
eyes. 

She found she was good at pretending, All her 
old training with Matt came to the surface. All the 
memories of her life with Matt came alive again. 

“Bad day, Rafe?” she asked, and waited, hoping. 
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“Just another day.” He looked at her. "What about 
you?” 

“I baked peach pies.” She managed to smile. “It 
was a good day.” 

He turned away. “I’ll get into my trunks, Susie. I 
need a swim. 

She asked him silently, to wash yourself clean 
again? 

Because she had stopped hoping. 

He was not going to mention seeing Marigold. 

“What about you?” he asked. 

She nodded, and her auburn hair swept her 
cheeks. “I’ll change in a minute.” 

She went into the kitchen, made a shaker of mar¬ 
tinis, heavy on gin, light on vermouth. Not because 
she thought he wanted a drink. But because she did. 

She wanted something to get her through the 
swim, dinner and the rest of the evening. Something 
that would help her pretend. 

He was in the pool when she walked out of the 
house. He waved, and swam another length before 
he pulled himself up and stretched out on a mat. 

His long, hard body glistened with droplets of 
water. His black hair had rumpled into curls. 

She brought him a martini poured over ice cubes 
—strong as the hinges of hell, she told herself—and 
he sipped it, gratefully. Finally he smiled, “Susie, 
where did you learn to mix them this way?” 

“Matt’s recipe,” she said shortly, knowing Rafe 
was immediately sorry he had asked, knowing she 
was already sorry for her answer. 

The twist deepened at the comer of his mouth. 
“That’s two things he had good taste in, anyway. 
Drinks and women.” Rafe lay back and closed his 
eyes. 

She perched on the chaise, watching him. 
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He sighed, opened his eyes and looked up at her, 
held out his aims, “Come here, Susie.” 

■A tart “no” burned on her lips. Old memories 
burned in her mind. 

But her body burned, too. It said its own “yes.” 

In his arms would be safety, comfort and answers 
to all her questions. And in his arms were thrills, 
carnal delights, the irresistible pleasures of lust. 

When he drew her down to him, held her, she felt 
her pulses race, her heart pound. 

He moved his cheek against her hair in a familiar 
caress, and then his hands went under the brief 
bikini-top to her breasts, and his face moved down, 
and she felt tire stroke of his tongue, and her nipples 
trembled and hardened and rose. 

Her hips turned to meet his, reaching and hun¬ 
gry hips, and her thighs gripped his legs, and her 
mouth found his. Fitted together as though bound, 
they rolled, and she was astride him, held by and 
holding him, letting her body plead for her, beg that 
he love her, that he always love her, letting her body 
surge in the thrust and recoil, the surrender and de¬ 
mand, that meant utter need. 


Next morning, over the ham and eggs she had 
prepared for him, Rafe said, “I’m going to be late 
tonight. So don’t worry.” 

Uneasiness gathered in her. “How come?” 

“Tilings to do,” he said briefly, “Will you be able 
to keep yourself busy?” 

“I suppose so.” She watched him over the rim of 
her coffee cup. “Business, Rafe?” 

He lit a cigarette, got up. “What do you think?” 

“That isn’t an answer.” 
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The dimple grew at the comer of his mouth. “Nat¬ 
urally business. Why else should I be late?” 

“Am I allowed more questions, Rafe?” 

“Why not?” 

She laughed unwillingly, “Oh—I guess the score 
is even.” 

He took her by the shoulders, turned her to face 
him. “Have you suddenly started counting them 
again?” 

“No.” But she did not go on, did not explain to 
him there were too many questions now to ask. 
She said, “You ought to tell me more about your 
work, though. I don’t know a thing about it, and .. 

“Why should it concern you? I wear the pants in 
the family, I hope. Breadwinning is my job, isn’t it?” 

“Just the same—” 

He grinned at her. “Kiss the old man goodbye, 
honey.” He bent his dark head, and she stretched 
on tiptoe to reach his mouth, glad that he had not 
seen the sudden tears in her eyes. 

After he had driven off, Susie drank more coffee, 
thoughtfully smoked a couple of cigarettes. 

Thus far, she had been careful not to get herself 
too involved with the couples of the neighborhood. 
She had not wanted to fall into the same sort of 
suburban merry-go-round she had left behind her 
when she had parted with Matt. 

Although Lissa visited whenever the mood was 
on her, Susie had never gone to Lissa’s house during 
tire day, nor had visited any other household on 
the street. Once Rafe had suggested a party, but 
she had put him off, saying, “There’s plenty of time. 
Let’s wait a little.” 

But today she felt the need of company, she ad¬ 
mitted to herself; company other than Serafina. 
When the girl arrived, Susie helped her clean the 
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kitchen, carried on the usual small talk—on Sera- 
fina’s part, mostly shrugs and smiles—planned a cold 
snack for dinner since Rafe would not be home. 
Then, after a quick swim in the pool, Susie dressed 
in a fresh skirt and blouse, and walked across tire 
street under the young cottonwoods to see Marge 
Bowen. 

Marge gave her a sweet, friendly smile, and 
opened the door wide. “Come on in. Iced coffee’s on 
the back porch, and I’m dying for someone to talk 
to" 

“I’ve been meaning to visit before,” Susie said, 

“I know how it is." Marge smiled. “I told you. The 
first time I saw the gang, they scared me off for six 
months. Is the same thing happening to you?” 

“I suppose so,” Susie answered. “And getting set¬ 
tled, too ... It takes time.” 

“Sure. I’m glad it isn’t what I was afraid of.” 
Marge pointed to a large blue contour chair. "Take 
that. It’s safer than it looks.” She went on, “Ever 
since that stuff with Jim on the commission, and 
Rafe ... Well, you know how it is. I thought maybe 
Rafe had put a permanent nix on the Bowens, or 
something.” 

"Why should he?” Susie asked, leaning forward. 

Marge frowned, hesitated. 

Susie said, “Look, Marge, to be perfectly honest, 
this isn’t purely a social session. I came here specifi¬ 
cally to ask you about a few things I don’t under¬ 
stand. Lissa was talking about some kind of scandal, 
and I...” 

“You mean Rafe didn’t tell you?” 

Susie shook her head. 

"Just leave it to Lissa.” Marge grinned. “As a mat¬ 
ter of fact, leave it to me, too. So we’ve spilled the 
beans, have we?” 
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“I want to know all of it,” Susie said. "So come on. 
Spill some more.” 

“Look, Susie. In case you don’t know it, Lissa’s 
an awful trouble-maker. Maybe if Ed slept with her 
sometimes instead of with that cute little Mexican 
girl he’s got in Old Town, Lissa wouldn’t be so in¬ 
terested in other people’s business.” 

“Pappy?” Susie asked. “But he—he seems—” 

“Good old Pappy.” Marge’s voice was dry. “You 
can’t be so innocent as all that.” 

“I’m afraid I’m not innocent at all,” Susie said, 
with complete conviction. “But I still want to know 
about the scandal Lissa mentioned.” 

Marge continued to frown. “Susie, you’ve gotten 
the wrong idea, I think. There isn’t all that to talk 
about—nothing about love-nests or domestic dra¬ 
matics. Haven’t you ever read about the big road- 
construction investigation in this state?” 

“I had my own troubles back East,” Susie said. 

“We thought it was surely one of the shots that 
had gone around the world.” Marge’s brow 
smoothed, and a smile lit up her face. “Just goes to 
show we’re not as important as we think.” Then seri¬ 
ous again, she said, “Seems there’s been graft. Kick- 
backs, fixed bids, poor-quality materials—all the rest 
of it. A lot of us knew, or guessed, what was going 
on—but it looked as if it would never get cleaned 
up. And then Federal funds got involved, and the 
lid blew off Pandora’s box. About a year or two 
ago, this investigation got started. Jim—my husband 
—served on the commission. He’s a lawyer, you 
know. Anyway, we were all certain Rafe was clean, 
Susie. Anybody familiar with Rafe would be sure 
of that. Rafe is as straight as they come—straighter, 
as a matter of fact. But Rafe was pulled in, just like 
everyone eke doing business with the Roads Com- 
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mission. And Jim, although a friend and neighbor, 
couldn’t do much of anything but go along with the 
questioning. Rafe was pretty sour about it for a 
while, and 1 know Jim was embarrassed, and with 
reason,, but—” 

“About a year or two ago?” 

“It actually busted wide open a little more than a 
year ago. Just before Marigold left Rafe. Which was 
her mistake, of course. I suppose she thought she 
was getting out while the getting was good. Rafe 
never did have to worry. Not about the Commission, 
you see. And now that the investigation is all over, 
things will pick up for him again, I’m certain.” 
Marge sipped her iced coffee. “Now, does that an¬ 
swer all your questions?” 

“Thank you, I think it does.” Susie smiled. 

But she was thinking that it answered only some 
of them, the least important ones. 

Rafe had been in trouble. But now he was out of 
it. That was all she knew. 

Yet what she most wanted to know—why Marigold 
was back, why Rafe was seeing her—was still a mys¬ 
tery. Or was it? Why does any man see a beautiful 
woman? 

She stayed on a little longer with Marge, promised 
to come back again. Then Susie went home, wishing 
that Rafe would be there. 

As she approached the driveway, she saw a car 
parked there. Not the convertible. Instead, a red 
sports car was standing on the gravel before the big 
carved doors. 

Susie stared at it, wondering. 

She went inside quickly, knowing that Serafina 
must already have gone. 

Tire long, cool living room was empty but Susie 
sensed an alien presence. She hurried to the patio 
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doors, which stood ajar. A tall, golden blonde kneeled 
at the edge of the pool. 

A tall, golden blonde dressed in clinging red silk. 
The most beautiful girl Susie had ever seen, and 
Susie had seen her before. 



7 


SUSIE stepped forward, conscious of her simple 
skirt and blouse, and her smallness in the moccasins 
she wore because Rafe had bought them for her. 
She touched the pearls at her ears for assurance. 

She stepped forward. “I'm Susie Clements,” she 
said quietly. 

The blonde turned, red lips smiling. “So you’re 
Susie. So little? So young? So formal? So be it. I’m 
Marigold Clements.” 

“I know,” Susie answered, 

"Oh, you know, do you? Then you’ll understand 
why I’m here. Such a lovely house, my house. I 
couldn’t resist coming to see it.” 

Susie took a deep, slow breath. “It’s my house 
now. And I’d like you to leave, Marigold.” 

Marigold smiled again. “Mrs. Clements, if you 
don’t mind. The first Mrs. Clements. This house is 
temporarily yours, just as Rafe is temporarily yours. 
But don’t rush me away. We have so much to talk 
about.” 

“No,” Susie said. “Not a damned thing.” 

“Oh, but we have Rafe to talk about, for in¬ 
stance,” Marigold purred. “He’s something, isn’t he?” 

“We won’t talk about Rafe.” 
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“I will.” Marigold coiled herself on the chaise. “I 
want you to know, you see.” Susie listened helplessly 
while Marigold went on, in a drone that seemed 
a witch's incantation, “Do you really think you can 
keep him, little Susie? Rafe and I were married for 
ten years. We spent more than a third of our lives 
together. We have memories, memories. Do you 
think he can forget, and throw me out of his heart, 
out of his blood? Susie, dear, I’m part of him. I al¬ 
ways have been, and I always will be.” Marigold 
tipped back her head, and the sun burnished her 
golden curls, glowed on her golden skin. “Do you 
really and truly think he can ever forget me?” 

Susie said in a dreamy voice, "I’ll tell you one 
thing, Marigold, darling. If you don’t leave very 
soon, while you still can, no man’s ever going to 
want you again.” 

Marigold chuckled, uncoiled. "Oh, the spitfire 
type. Well, I’m sure he adores that, Susie.” And as 
she strode off, she added, “I’ll ask him if he does. 
Tonight when I see him.” 

“Tonight?” The question slipped out. Susie bit 
her tongue too late. 

“Yes, tonight. We have a date, dear. But don’t 
worry. This time I’ll send him home early.” Mari¬ 
gold paused, looked back at the pool. “It was all 
mine once. It will be mine again,” she said. 

She marched into tire living room. 

The heavy carved doors creaked. 

Moments later there was the roar of an engine, 
and Susie heard the sports car careening down the 
driveway. 

She stood with her fists clenched, her breath com¬ 
ing fast. 

Marigold was absolutely right all the way. Of 
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course Rafe would want her. She was desirable in 
a way Susie never had been, never could be. 

Nobody had ever wanted Susie. Except to cheat 
on her—or with her. 

Remember Matt? 

Then the ivy-covered gate squealed, and Lissa 
came through into the pool area. “Susie, are you 
alone? I could have sworn I heard somebody.” 

“You did, Lissa.” Susie forced a smile. “That was 
Marigold herself, in the golden flesh.” 

Lissa’s dark, narrow eyes flicked at Susie’s face, 
then away. “I hope you threw her out on her sexy 
bottom.” 

“I told her to leave, if that’s what you mean,” 

“Wait until you tell Rafe .. 

“Do you want a long, cold Tom Collins?” Susie 
asked. 

“Yes,” Lissa agreed instantly. “Yes three times at 
least. Anything to revive on. I’m stunned.” 

Lissa stayed and stayed and stayed, and for 
once, Susie was glad. Tire company kept Susie’s cas¬ 
cading thoughts at bay. 

But at last Lissa rose reluctantly, “Hear it? If that 
wasn’t Ed’s car, I miss my guess. I’ll have to go home 
and be some kind of a wife, Susie, Want to come 
over for dinner?” 

“Another time, Lissa.” 

“You and Rafe are always welcome, you know 
that.” She took a few wavering steps. “I’m tipsy, 
Susie.” She went out by the patio gate, laughing 
delightedly. 

Susie was still curled on the chair when Ed came 
in. 

“Rafe around?” he asked. 

"No, Pappy,” she said. She added deliberately, 
“He’s working late tonight, remember?” 
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“Working late?” He frowned, then recovered, “Oh, 
yeah, what’s the matter with me? I forgot all about 
it.” 

"Good try,” she said bitterly. “But don’t bother” 

He bent over her. “Look, Susie, Lissa came home 
drunk. And now there’s you... There’s enough al¬ 
cohol on your breath to float a ship.” 

“Pappy, I have an ache that hurts. A few little 
drinks might help.” 

Ed sighed. “No, they won’t.” He straightened up. 
“You be good now, hear?” 

“You sound like Rafe, hear?” she mocked. 

“I’m a man that believes in minding his own bus¬ 
iness,” Ed said, “otherwise .. 

“Otherwise what?” 

“Nothing.” Ed frowned at her again, his long, thin 
face as mournful as always. 

She thought of Iris little Mexican girl in Old 
Town. 

"As I said in the first place,” he went on, “you be 
good.” 

She did not answer, or look up, and when the 
gate squealed she smiled to herself in deep, satis¬ 
fied bitterness. 

Matt had been right. Okay, you don't like this 
kind of a marriage. So what other kind is there? 
That’s what Matt had said, and had looked at her 
with a distant blue gaze making nothing of what 
they had once been to each other. 

So she had left him, only to find another husband 
to whom marriage meant nothing, 

It’s hard to be alone, Rafe had told her. I'm a man 
that needs a wife. I don’t need to shop around. I 
know what I want when I see it. 

She had believed him. Somehow she had believed 
him. 
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And now she knew better. 

First this small infidelity with Marigold. 

Why not? He had once been married to that tall 
golden blonde, and she so plainly still wanted him. 

So why not? 

And then ... 

What had small Susie, dear, to offer him? 

Peach pies? 

Peach pies. 

Susie took a deep swallow from the glass. 

She felt her throat bum, and she coughed, and 
suddenly the cough turned into uncontrollable sob¬ 
bing. 

The evil was in her, she knew. She had chosen 
Matt, and lived with him through those dreadful- 
to-remember years, those impossible-to-forget years. 
And when finally she had left him, she had found 
Rafe. 

Rafe had said, “You don’t trust anybody, do you?” 

But she had trusted him. She had believed him. 
She had loved him. Even now, her body ached with 
love of him, with wanting him. 

And Rafe was with Marigold. 


Marigold moved her long, seductive body on the 
sofa, “Really, Rafe, you act as if you're scared to 
death of me. Sit down, have a drink, be a grown 
man.” 

His mouth twisted. “We’ve already talked it all 
out, Marigold. What’s there to sit down for?” 

“Don’t you remember?” She lay back on the sofa. 
"Is it really all gone?” 

“Nothing’s ever really all gone, and you know 
it.” 

She smiled. "At least not what there was between 
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us.” She moved her hand on the pillow. “If you 
made us a drink, if you’d stop acting like a stran¬ 
ger-” 

“We’re not strangers, Marigold." He fixed two 
drinks, and after he handed her a glass, he sat down 
beside her. “You’re still the same,” he said quietly. 

“What did you think?” She shifted her leg against 
his arm, and he felt the softness of the nylon as if 
it were her skin. 

“I didn’t think." 

Her red lips pouted. “Didn’t think, Rafe? Didn’t 
remember? Didn’t wonder?” 

He knew exactly what she was doing, why the 
thigh brushed his back, insinuating; why the golden 
face lifted to him. He knew, and it did not matter. 
He finished his drink, put aside his glass, took her 
glass from her fingers. “You don’t need this, Mari¬ 
gold. You never did.” 

Very deliberately, he bent over her. 

He ran his hands along her long, lithe legs, along 
the warm curves of her thighs, and he embraced 
her, smiling down at her lifted lips, then bending to 
them. 

He held her mouth in a deep, hard kiss, and when 
she let her lips part, his tongue moved, slowly, prob¬ 
ing, lashing. 

It was all completely clear in his mind. 

This was the trick she had used many, many 
times before to get what she wanted. 

But he had learned from her. He knew about the 
trick. He knew how to use it against her. He knew 
how to hurt her, when he had to. 

“Yes, Rafe,” she was saying. “Everything is still 
the same, Rafe. For both of us.” 

He did not answer. He listened to the invitation in 
her voice and felt his body grow warm. He remem- 

96 



bered the things she could do in bed. The way she 
could turn on sex like an accomplished call-girl. 

“It's still the same,” she repeated. 

He kissed her again. “Show me,” he whispered. 

“Unzip me,” 

He unzipped her dress. She stood up and stepped 
out of it. She took off her slip and removed her bra. 

She said, “I don’t wear panties, remember?” 

He nodded, and stared at the naked beauty of 
her. She peeled her stockings and stood before him, 
smiling. Oh, she was magnificent; he could not deny 
that. Sleek and beautiful. Soft, round buttocks, full 
breasts, tapered legs and slender thighs. Ash-blond 
hair as fine as silk. 

“Does it make you homesick?” she asked. 

“Come and see.” 

She fell into his arms and pressed her mouth 
against his. The kiss held a hot demand that sent a 
tremor through his body. Her hand slipped beneath 
his shirt and caressed his chest, 

“I want you,” she said. “I want you so much I’m 
burning," 

“Let’s put out the fire.” 

“I’m ready, Rafe. I’m ready now—” 

She went wild when he thinst home. She squirmed 
and cried and clawed his flesh. 

“Make up for the lost year,” she urged. “Make up 
for the cold nights and empty bed. Squeeze twelve 
months into me.” 

“Here’s spring,” he responded, and groaned and 
grunted. 

“Yes.” 

“And summer.” 

“Yes, Rafe.” 

“Fall and winter.” 

“Give me summer again.” 
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He gave her summer again. 

She said, “Summer is agony. I feel agony growing 
inside me—agony and bliss. I feel the petals of 
flowers,” 

He sustained summer. Stretched it out until she 
begged him to stop. Until she said: 

“I’ll flip any minute, Rafe. Rafe!” 

“Go ahead, flip.” 

It was a type of madness. One jump from a padded 
cell. One step from perverted horror. He laughed, 
even in the agony of that prolonged delight he 
shared with her. 

"Now!” she screamed. “Now, Rafe!" 

It came like a wind. A sirocco, a gale, a cyclone- 
raping the earth, whipping the sea. 

“Oooh, Rafe!” 

“Baby!” 

They collapsed in each other’s arms, breathing 
heavily. 

Rafe said, “You set a new track record.” 

“And I can go a distance.” 

“Damn sure can.” 

“Can Susie?" 

“Never mind,” he growled. 

She laughed softly. “Now I can give poor little 
Susie that evidence I told about. If she wants to get 
a divorce the hard way.” 

Rafe said, “You stay away from Susie, Marigold. 
Just stay clear away from her, from now on, you 
hear me?” 

Marigold’s hand slid down to his thigh. “But how 
do you want to handle it, darling?" 

“Handle what?” 

"You have to get rid of her some way, you know. 
It’s illegal to have two wives.” 

He grinned at her. It felt good to say, “I don’t 

98 



want two wives. And I’m married to Susie now.” 

“But Rafe .. 

He got up, still grinning. "You made an offer, 
Marigold, and I accepted. I didn’t say anything 
about getting together with you again. And I didn’t 
hear you mentioning that, either. 

Her full lips thinned. “Rafe Clements!” 

“You couldn’t really think I’d be as easy as all 
that, could you?” He tucked his shirt into his trou¬ 
sers, tightened his belt. “I guess I’ll be seeing you 
around.” 

“You can bet you’ll see me around,” she cried. “I 
still have those notes. I’m going to get a lien on you 
that will wreck you, Rafe Clements!” 

"We’ll see, Marigold.” 

“And we'll see how long your precious Susie sticks 
with you when you end up with nothing! ’ 

“You just keep away from Susie.” He bent over 
Marigold. “Hear me?” He touched her face lightly, 
“Good night, Marigold.” 

She gasped furiously. 

He grinned at her, then went out into the street. 
But by the time he reached the car, his twisted smile 
had faded. 


Susie heard the convertible jerk to a stop in the 
driveway. She heard Rafe walk through the dark 
house, heard the deep familiar voice. “Susie?” 

He came to the patio doors. 

“Susie?” Then the yellow lights went on. “Why are 
you sitting in the dark?” 

“Because I want to,” she said. 

I like the dark, she thought. I need the dark. 

He came and stood above her. 

“You’ve been hitting that bottle, haven’t you?” He 
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looked at the two tall glasses beside her, "Who was 
here, Susie?” 

“Lissa.” 

He bent down, said gently, "Susie, don’t start that 
stuff.” 

"I didn’t just start. I’ve been guzzling all after¬ 
noon .. 

“Can’t I tell?” He laughed softly. "But afternoon 
drinking carried on into the evening is dangerous.” 
His big hand patted her cheek. 

But she jerked away, cried, “Don’t touch me, 
Rafe!” 

His hand froze in the air. His face was shad¬ 
owed, but she could see that the skin was stretched 
tight over his high cheekbones. His mouth for once 
was straight, tight with bitterness. 

But he asked quietly, "Don’t touch you, Susie?” 

“Another woman of yours was here today,” 

“Marigold?” 

“Yes. Marigold. The first Mrs, Clements—remem¬ 
ber?” 

“I remember.” He took a deep breath. “I should 
have guessed that would happen.” 

"Guessed she’d tell me she was your business for 
tonight? Guessed Ed would come looking for you? 
Guessed Marge would tell me about the investiga¬ 
tions?” 

“All those,” he said. And went on, “But it’s got 
nothing to do with us, Susie.” 

“You've been seeing Marigold. That has nothing 
to do with us, Rafe? I watched her get into your car 
yesterday. I went to town to have lunch with you, 
but you drove away with her. I saw that with my 
own eyes. And I heard her with my own ears say 
she had a date with you tonight. Yet you say none 
of it has anything to do with usl” She pushed herself 
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up. For a moment she felt the brief warm grip of 
his hand. “Don’t touch me, I said!” She swung on 
him. She threw her hand in a wide arc that caught 
him on the side of the face, and made a terrible 
echoing sound in the still patio. 

He stared at her, his gray eyes expressionless. 

Loaded seconds went by. Then he said in a soft 
voice, “You want to be careful about doing that, 
Susie.” 

“All right,” she cried, “I’m dirt, and I always will 
be. But what are you, then? You with your deceit 
and lies—” 

“I never lied to you, Susie.” 

“Not about tonight? You didn’t lie?” 

He hesitated, his hand at his stinging cheek. “I 
just don’t want to hint you.” 

“Thank you for nothing,” she screamed. 

He made a small, tight grin. ‘'You’re yelling, Susie. 
Pappy and Lissa will hear you for sure.” 

“I don’t care if all Albuquerque hears me. Why 
should I? I’m a drunk that got picked up in a bar, 
and I married a man I didn’t even remember having 
met. Anything I get, I deserve.” , 

“Susie, listen ...” 

‘Tve been listening, Rafe. I’ve been waiting for 
you to tell me what’s going on. Tve been waiting for 
you to say it’s all a crazy mistake, that you haven’t 
been with Marigold all evening, that you’ll never see 
her again.” 

He answered slowly, “Susie, I told you, I never 
lied to you.” 

“I dreamed Marigold. I dreamed you said you 
were working tonight.” 

“Not that, But everything else was the truth. 
Everything, Susie.” 
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"Then why are you seeing Marigold again? Why 
is she back?” 

Again he hesitated. He had salved his pride by 
hurting Marigold. He had showed her that he 
could handle her, that he didn't want her. He had 
showed her what he thought of her-showed her in 
the only way she could understand. But he could not 
explain that to Susie. He could not explain why it 
had been important to show Marigold she could not 
get him back with a quick wriggle on a sofa, could 
not conquer him any longer by flicking her body at 
him. 

He said, “Let’s skip all that, Susie.” 

“Oh, yes,” Susie cried. “Let's just skip that. We 
always skip the tough ones, don’t we?” 

“I’m not going to talk about it,” he said in a hard 
voice. “Not now, not ever. Either you trust me, 

rf 

or— 

“Either, or—” she echoed miserably. “One Matt 
in my life wasn’t enough for me. I had to find two 
of them.” 

“Matt!” Rafe growled. "Don’t start mixing me 
up with this Matt of yours. Stop pulling him in 
where he doesn’t belong. You’re not his wife, Susie— 
you’re mine. My wife!” 

“Oh, yes. Susie Moran, age twenty-three, Rafael 
Clements, age thirty. And all the vital statistics. I 
remember, Rafe. And I have news for you.” 

He said, “Now listen, Susie ...” 

“You listen,” she broke in, “I’ve learned a little, 
you know. Not much, but a little. We’re quits, 
Rafe. You and me, we’re through. But there’s one 
small tiling. I'm going to stay on. Marigold’s not go¬ 
ing to get you, the way she thinks. I’m going to 
stay on, through the residence requirements for di¬ 
vorce. That’s right, all eleven months of them. If she 
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wants to wait, dangling, that’s her affair. But I know 
a nicely feathered nest when I see one, and I’m not 
walking out into the cold, cold world until I have to. 
Eleven months from now you’ll be a free man. Until 
then, I’m going to stay right here, living off the fat 
of the land while I can. After all, you gave Marigold 
ten years of it. You ought to be able to give me twelve 
months. After that—you won’t have to put up with 

_ w 

me— 

“Susie, are you insane?” 

“Not now, Rafe. I was, but now I’m in possession 
of my senses. Oh, I’ll keep to my end of the bargain. 
You wanted a wife. Well, you’ve got one. A house¬ 
keeper, and balm for your ego, and something to 
keep up appearances, and whatever else you ex¬ 
pect.” She turned away. “But no strings, Rafe. Don't 

He stood near the chaise, his hand going back to 
expect me to be anything but what I am." 
his cheek. 

“Is it all right?” she demanded. “Do you agree, 
then?” 

“We don’t have to drag it out, Susie. Move away. 
Live somewhere else until the year is up—I’ll pay 
the bills. Or why don’t you go right away and get a 
divorce in another state?” 

“I’m not going to make it that easy. Why should 
I?" 

“And why should you leave your well-feathered 
nest?” he said softly. 

“That’s right. Why should I? Do you agree?” 

"Whatever you want,” he said finally, “I told you, 
I wasn't putting a dog collar on your neck. It’s all up 
to you,” 

“Then help yourself to some peach pie,” she said 
bitterly. 
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He clenched his fists, then sadly shook his head, 
“Susie—Susie.. 

Making something sweet and gentle of her name. 
She fled. 


Later, in the yellow bedroom, she prepared to go 
to sleep. 

Her eyes were red and swollen. Her auburn tresses 
were limp on her cheeks. 

Rafe came in, pulling at his blue shirt. 

“Not in here,” she said. 

“What?” 

“Were not going to sleep in the same room, 
Rafe.” 

“I think you’re forgetting.. 

“Oh, I’m not forgetting your marital rights. Don’t 
worry about that. Any time, just tell me... It was 
part of the bargain, wasn’t it?” 

“I thought it was.” 

“But meanwhile I want to sleep alone.” 

He lay down on the bed, looked up at her 
through narrowed gray eyes. “This is my house, 
Susie. My bedroom. My bed. I’ve gone through 
plenty, am still going through plenty, to keep it.” 

“Ah right, Rafe. Since you put it that way.,.” She 
took her green baby-dolls from the closet, went 
down the hall to the blue room. 


Much later, he knocked at the door, opened it 
She was curled on one of the blue sofas, a cover 
thrown over her, hiding the pillow she hugged to 
her. The lamp was on, dimly keeping the shadows 
at bay. 
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Her pansy-brown eyes flashed up at him. “Now, 
Rafe? Well, really!” 

His face turned an odd, dusky color. 

“The peach pie was fine,” he mumbled, and backed 
out of the room. 

He did not bother her again that night. 
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IT was a red line in her mind. One side before. One 
side after. 

Susie, he said, making something sweet and gentle 
out of it. That was the before—and it had lasted 
exactly one month and two days. 

One month, and two days, she told herself, as she 
dressed to go out. And this was afterward. It had 
begun. 

She had sought her own level every time, and 
found it, too. She was sick, diseased, corrupt. So she 
might as well give in, live that way. She might as 
well enjoy it. Life had taught her the lesson; life, 
and Matt and Rafe between them, had taught her 
the hard way. 

Enjoy it, she told her image in the full-length mir¬ 
ror. In Marigold’s mirror. 

Rafe had come home for dinner, come home late. 

They had had drinks in silence, had eaten in 
silence. Then he had gone out to sit at the side of 
the pool. He was still sitting there. 

Enjoy it, she told her image in the mirror. 

The black sheath set off her white shoulders and 
her white face. 
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She put the car keys in her small bag, went out to 
the pool “I’m leaving now, Rafe.” 

“Leaving?” He looked up, his face shadowed. 

“Don’t get your hopes up. I don’t mean for good. 
I just want some air.” 

“All right,” he said. “I’ll be around when you get 
back, I guess.” 

“I didn’t ask you.” 

She swung away, exaggerating the movement of 
her hips, and went through the heavy carved doors 
to the driveway. 


The Sombreros Negros was dim and smoky, and 
vaguely unpleasant. 

Susie noticed, but she did not care. 

She sipped her drink and listened to the laughter, 
to the hot beating rhythm that poured from the juke 
box. 

It was a place to be, after all. And suitable for 
the way she felt. The Black Hats. Thank you for 
teaching me, Serafina. Which reminded her of the 
house, and of Rafe. 

Oh, no, she told herself. She crossed her legs, al¬ 
lowed her skirt to creep above her knees. 

She let her glance slide over the couples, over the 
few men standing alone at the bar. A pair of ques¬ 
tioning eyes sought hers, and held, but she looked 
away, ordered another drink. 

Moments later, drink in hand, she felt a touch at 
her elbow. 

A thin , dark stranger—more boy than man, she 
decided—bent over her. He had black eyes, and a 
thick shiny pompadour. His sideburns were like 
black ink at his ears. 

“You lonesome? You want to dance?” 
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She smiled at him, tipped her auburn head, “Why 
not?” She slid into his arms, 

“You never been in this place beforehe said, his 
breath moist and winey at her ear, his skivvy shirt 
warm against her bared shoulders. “I would know. 
I'm always here. And I got eyes, too.” 

“No, I’ve never been here before,” she agreed. 

“I’d have seen you. Who could miss you? You’re 
something, all right.” 

All the time, he was drawing her closer. 

The music broke and stilled. 

She looked back at the bar, at her drink. 

“Wait,” he said. “There’s more coming. Come on, 
baby, relax. Tire twist is coming—you can twist, 
can’t you? With those hips of yours you can twist, 
can’t you?” 

The drums made a quick surprising beat. 

“I can twist,” Susie said, remembering Matt, Then 
she grinned, swinging into it. 

They went through a set, and then another, and 
slowly he edged her off to a corner, and there he held 
her hips, held them in damp hands, and moved in 
close so that they were pressed together, belly to 
belly, and he moved her hips to his in a way that 
wasn’t a dance, she thought, not any dance she had 
ever seen or heard of. 

She noticed suddenly that he had a very faint 
black mustache. Somehow, though, he reminded her 
of Serafina, and this in turn reminded her of the 
sunny contentment of the big, cactus-filled kitchen. 

She broke away. “I want some air. I have to get 
out of here.” 

"Sure, baby,” His arm was around her waist, his 
lips at her shoulder, as they went outside. 

She looked up at the stars. “It’s quite a night.” 

“I noticed,” he answered, leading her toward a 
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car at the curb. "Only I got other things on my mind 
besides weather reports.” 

But she was remembering another occasion, an¬ 
other arch of star-filled sky, another arm holding 
her. 

“No,” she said. “My car is down the block.” 

“Your car?” He laughed. “Well, sure, if that’s how 
you want it.” And when she stopped before the 
Cadillac, fumbled for the keys, he whistled, “This 
buggy? What do you know?” He was still holding 
her. 

She turned in his arms, turned and moved back, 
freeing herself. “I enjoyed the dancing, Thanks.” 

“Thanks, baby? You’re not leaving me now, are 
you? Hey, what for? You’re not leaving me.” 

But she was behind the wheel and revving the 
engine. She did not hear the last part of his protest. 
The car roared off, driving itself, it seemed to her, 
heading automatically for the big house in the sub¬ 
urbs. 

She was at the outskirts of town when the scout 
car nosed in at her, red light blinking, and a big 
hand waved her to the road shoulder. 

She stopped, waited, swearing to herself. 

The policeman was very tall, very stem. He looked 
in at her. “Lady, do you know you ran two red 
lights, and you were doing sixty miles an hour in a 
thirty-mile zone? Just how many laws you figuring 
on breaking tonight?” 

“Sorry,” she said. 

“Let’s see your license and registration.” 

She fumbled in the glove compartment for the 
registration card. Then hesitated at her bag. “I’m 
actually from out of town,” she said finally. “I have 
a Maryland license, and haven’t changed it over yet, 
and the name is .. 
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“You’ve also been drinking,” he interrupted cold¬ 
ly, reaching in, open-palmed. “You know what that 
can run you?” He turned his flash on the registration 
card, read it carefully, then looked at her license. 

“You’re Susie Moran?” He paused. “And you’re 
driving Rafe Clements’ car?” 

“No, I'm his wife. Susie Clements.” She resisted the 
laugh that was crowding her throat. “That’s what I 
was trying to say. I haven’t changed the.. 

“Rafe Clements’ wife, huh? What are you doing 
running around town?” And then, “I’ve got a good 
mind to pull you in, give you a sobriety test. Some¬ 
thing tells me you couldn’t pass it.” 

“All right,” she said. “Then let's get it over with.” 

“Seeing you’re Rafe’s wife though ...” The officer 
took the keys from the dash. “You wait a minute.” 

He went back to the scout car, talked to his part¬ 
ner, then returned, “This time you get a break. I’ll 
drive you home, and my sidekick can follow.” 

“I’d rather just pay the fine, whatever it is. I really 
would.” 

“Push over,” the officer said. “Don’t look a gift 
horse in the mouth, Mrs. Clements. You can lose your 
license for drunken driving in this state.” 

“I don’t care. Besides, I’m licensed in another 
state.” 

He grinned at her, "You sure don’t act grateful 
for favors. Maybe you’re more drunk than I thought.” 

By that time, she was stone-cold sober. She said, 
“I appreciate what you want to do, but—” 

“But you’d sooner Rafe didn’t know about it 
Right?” 

“Have it your way,” she said, moving over. 

He got behind the wheel, still gr inning . “I will. 
Usually do.” 

He did not need directions. When he parked in 
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front of the house, with die scout car pulling up be¬ 
hind, Susie said, “I've learned my lesson. I’ll be care¬ 
ful in future, believe me.” 

“Let’s go see what Rafe has to say. How do I know 
you’re his wife? How do I know you’ve got the right 
to use his car?” 

“I told you die truth.” 

He got out. “Then you’ve got nothing to worry 
about. Or at least not much.” He grinned. “But if you 
were my wife, looking the way you look, driving 
around Albuquerque drunk—well, you’d have plenty 
to worry about.” 

It was dark inside when Susie opened the door. 
She paused in die hallway. 

Rate’s dark shadow suddenly loomed up from the 
big leather chair. 

“Where the hell have you been?” he demanded. 

"Somebody’s with me,” she said quickly. 

The light went on. 

As Rafe came toward her, Susie was suddenly con¬ 
scious of her disheveled hair, her smeared lipstick. 

The policeman, from behind her, said, “Rafe, I 
figured you’d rather I brought her on home. But I 
might as well tell you, two red lights, and sixty miles 
an hour when drunk—no joke, am I right? Like I was 
just telling her, if I had a wife ...” 

Rafe’s voice cut through, “Thanks, Tim. I know 
what you mean.” 

The policeman said meaningfully, “Next time ...” 

“Sure, Tim, next time you put her in the tank. If 
there’s a next time.” 

“Albuquerque isn’t any Maryland,” Tim said. 
“That’s the thing.” 

“Yes,” Rafe agreed. “And thanks.” 

As Tim left, Susie headed for the blue room, with 
Rafe following her. 
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She ignored him. She took her baby-doll pajamas 
from the small chest. 

He said, "Just a minute, Susie.” 

She felt tears sting her eyes. “I'm sorry,” she 
blurted. "I know it was stupid. They could have 
thrown the book at me.” 

“Worse. You could have had an accident, could 
have hurt yourself—or somebody else.” 

“It won't happen again.” 

“Fine, But where did you go?” 

"That’s not your concern.” 

His hand fell on her shoulder—a hard, warm grip. 
He pushed her to the sofa, sat her down on it. He sat 
beside her. 

“Oh, I know,” he said. "It’s all part of the bargain. 
No dog collar, come as you please, go as you please. 
But I was worried about you.” 

“I can take care of myself, Rafe,” she said, rising. 
"And now, if you don’t mind .. 

But he held on to her. “I do mind. There was 
another part of our bargain,” he said. “Are you for¬ 
getting that?” 

She understood him. She asked, “Now?” 

“Now, Susie.” The twist was very deep at the cor¬ 
ner of his mouth. “Why not?” 

She choked with held-back tears. “All right, Rafe,” 
she said, and felt his hands move against her, felt 
her black dress drop away, revealing the narrow 
black bra and the brief panties she wore. 

His hands were at tile bra, and his cheek was at 
her hair, moving in the familiar light caress. 

She broke away, grabbing up her baby-dolls, “Just 
a minute, Rafe.” 

She was thoroughly cried out when she returned 
from the bathroom, cried out, and scrubbed, and 
brushed. She started down the hall but from the 
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glowing yellow bedroom, he called, “In here, Susie.” 

She stopped in the doorway. 

He made the familiar gesture calling her to him, 
and when she did not move, he said the words. So 
she went to him. 

He sat up, reaching for her, and she felt the light 
caress on her hair again, and it was easy, as he 
stroked her, to forget that this was just part of a 
make-believe marriage, a poorly made bargain. Easy 
to forget that she had drawn a red line in her mind 
after one month and two days. 

Her body knew his body too well to be confused 
by any red line in her mind, and soon, it was arching 
to him, and she was gasping, “Oh, yes, let me,” and 
he was kissing her, whispering, “This way?” and she 
was crying, with her hands clawed at his shoul¬ 
ders, "Oh, yes, more, let me, let me .. ” 

But later, separated, as they reclined quietly, she 
remembered Marigold. She remembered Marigold, 
and Rafe’s lies, and she started to get up. 

“Don’t go way, Susie.” 

“I won’t sleep with you,” she said. “The other... 
I promised that. But I won’t sleep with you, Rafe.” 

He let her go then, and she found her pajamas 
where he had dropped them. 

“Thank you,” he said softly into the darkness. 

She gasped, leaned over him. “Oh, no,” she cried. 
“Don’t say that to me. I’m not a whore.” 

“For small favors, Susie,” he added. 

“Shut up,” she screamed. “Just shut up, will you?” 

“Mrs. Clements, you're pushing too hard.” 

She turned and ran from the room. 


It was another night. Rafe had been home for only 
a few minutes when the telephone rang. He answered 
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it, and immediately Susie knew to whom he was giv¬ 
ing those soft-voiced answers, 

Susie went out to the pool. 

A few minutes later, Rafe left. 

She was dangling her feet in the water, when 
Lissa came in through the ivy-covered gate. “Alone 
again? Rafe sure is putting in tire overtime these 
days, So’s Pappy.” Lissa laughed harshly. “According 
to him, Rut I just happen to know .. 

“We all just happen to know.” Susie got up. “A 
drink?” 

“Why not?” 

“I can think of a few why nots, but never mind.” 

Susie mixed the drinks, brought them out to the 
white wrought-iron table. 

“You think something is wrong with us?” Lissa 
asked. 

“I know something is.” 

“I wish things would settle down. Pappy’s running 
sour all the time. What fun is that, I’d like to know? 
And every little thing I buy, he acts as if I just com¬ 
mitted murder. Everything’s supposed to be all right 
now—with the business, I mean—so I don’t see why 
he’s got to be like that.” 

Susie sipped her drink silently. 

“Of course, with Marigold back,” Lissa said, 
“you’d just naturally expect trouble.” 

Susie was still quiet, looking into her glass. 

“I know Rafe’s spending a lot of time away from 
home,” Lissa said. “I can’t help but know,” 

“He’s busy,” Susie said. “You know how it is.” 

“Oh, I do,” Lissa agreed. 

It was a play-back of many conversations, all 
characterized by the same uneasiness, the same in¬ 
nuendoes. 

Susie finished her drink, stood up. 
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She did not want to sit around remembering how 
it had been with Matt, how it was now with Rafe, 

She said, “I’m sorry, Lissa, but I was about ready 
to get dressed when you came in. I’m going into 
QQ for the evening.” 

“Rafe has the car, hasn’t he?” 

“I’ll take a bus in and a cab back.” 

Lissa got up, stretched languidly. "Well, if you’re 
going out, I’d better beat it. But it really is a shame 
you don’t have that fancy sports job Marigold tools 
around in.” 

“You’re so right,” Susie said evenly. 


She wore a daring lavender linen, a halter top that 
dropped at the front to show off the high curve of 
her breasts, and a wide flaring skirt that stopped just 
above her knees. Auburn curls shining, tiny pearl 
earrings aglow at her ears, her body slim and sugges¬ 
tive under the clinging fabric, Susie made a picture 
good to look at, and she knew it. 

In the Sombreros Negros, there were three Ma¬ 
rines, very spruce in blue dress uniforms, with their 
hats cocked jauntily on their heads. 

They whistled when she walked in and took a 
stool at the bar. She smiled at them, then looked 
away. 

It did not take them long to confer, and soon one 
of them stood beside her, saying, “Honey, there’s 
three of us dying to talk to you, buy you a drink. 
Why don’t we join forces?” 

She studied him thoughtfully, then looked at the 
others. 

He said, “We’re safe as the bank, honey. You got 
nothing to worry about.” 

He could not know that she was making up her 
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mind not about joining them, but about which one 
she would favor. 

She smiled, said, ‘‘It sounds like fun.” For she had 
decided. 

The man with the nerve, the one who had come 
to talk to her, was the one it would be. 

He was as tall, perhaps taller, than Rafe, and much 
heavier. He had a rough, craggy face that looked 
as if his nerve had not only helped him pick up 
girls, but pick up fights, too. 

He looked down at her and grinned. “You don’t 
stand very high, do you? If you stepped in a puddle, 
you’d drown.” 

And she said, “You don’t know what a good swim¬ 
mer I am.” Her eyes smiled at him through her long 
lashes. 

The rest of the evening was good for her wounded 
feelings. Three men to dance with, to laugh with, to 
fence with. Three men to tease. Yet all the time, she 
balanced delicately among them, leaning just slightly 
to die big one who said his name was Tony—which 
it could have been, for all she knew. 

And she did balance right, for when the Sombreros 
Negros closed at two o'clock, the other Marines, 
tipping their hats, still laughing, wandered off, per¬ 
haps to Old Town, and left Tony and Susie at his 
car—rented, borrowed or commandeered. 

He suggested a ride. She said all right, and out in 
the hills—not very far from the house, she realized— 
he suggested diey park. Again she said all right. 

He had big, rough-skinned hands, and his thick 
fingers were clumsy. She ended up helping him with 
her halter so he could find her breasts, and then 
helping him again with her skirt. 

He talked at her continuously, between kisses, no 
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longer laughing, saying, “Loosen up, will you?” and 
“What’s the matter with you?” and “Say, listen... 

But she could not respond to him, or pretend to. 
Thoroughly aroused, she still could not respond and, 
finally, he was quite through with her, and let her 

go- 

She told him to let her off at the highway near 
the curving road that led to the house. He said dis¬ 
gustedly, “You look like hot stuff, and you probably 
think you’re hot stuff, but let me tell you ., 

She had turned from him by then, and the rest of 
it was lost in a clash of angry gears as he drove off. 

She was still sober enough to be frightened in 
the shadows of the dark road. But after she made it 
to the house and the wide carved doors, she felt 
even more frightened. 

For Rafe was not home. She thought of him with 
Marigold still, holding Marigold in his arms. 

She found a bottle of gin and went out to the pool. 

When Rafe came in, she was curled up on the 
chaise, her head back, watching the stars. 

He bent over her. “Why didn’t you go to bed? 
Don’t you know it’s late?” 

“I know," she whispered. 

‘Were you waiting for me?” 

“Maybe I was.” 

“Why, Susie?” 

Susie. Something sweet and gentle. 

She laughed. 

He put a hand on her breast, bending to her, and 
her arms went around him. Her hungering body cried 
out for him. 

“I’m drunk, Rafe,” she cried. ‘Tm just plain sod¬ 
den drunk. Don’t think it means more than that.” 

“You were drunk the first time we did it.” 

He carried her inside and dumped her on the bed. 
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“Not so rough,” she complained. 

“Get undressed.” 

She stripped off her clothes. “Tonight you’re the 
boss ” she said. 

“I don’t want to be the boss,” 

"Who do you want to be?” 

"Your lover. The man who sets you on fire.” 

"Go ahead. Knock yourself out.” 

He stretched out beside her and took her in his 
arms. She kissed him; the kiss had the taste of liquor 
in it. He ran his hand over the velvet swell of her 
hips, searched the soft depths of her thighs. She 
moaned softly and squirmed in his arms, 

“Do it,” she said. “I’m too far gone to need pet¬ 
ting” 

He closed with her gently. They moved with an 
easy rhythm. 

She said, “I want it all night. I want the sun to rise 
over your shoulder.” 

“I want it to set in your womb.” 

“Oh, I want that too. You don’t know how much I 
want that.” 

Her womanhood flamed. She was a torrent of pul¬ 
sating flesh, driving hips, warm thighs. 

"My make-believe wife,” he muttered. “Whip it 
on me.” 

“Hush.” 

"My lovely lush with the hot.. 

“Shut up.” 

"My-” 

She pushed her tongue between his lips. Her thighs 
hips, buttocks took control. Led him through a jun¬ 
gle. Across a desert. Down a valley. 

"Sweet Susie,” he panted. 

It was Sunday night. They had gone through the 
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day as if there were no red line in Susie’s mind 
marking the end of her marriage to Rafe. They had 
gone through that particular day as if Marigold had 
never come back, and Susie had never gone to the 
Sombreros Negros. 

Marge and Jim Bowen joined them at tire pool, 
and then Lissa and Pappy came over. 

There had been a considerable amount of laugh¬ 
ter, and eating, and drinking, and some time or 
other, Susie had announced that the Clements were 
going to have a party. 

Everybody agreed that was a fine idea, so Susie 
set a date two weeks ahead. 

One thing puzzled Susie. She had overheard Rafe 
and Pappy in conversation. 

Pappy had been saying, “Now look, Rafe, you cant 
do it right now. You just can’t. We need every piece 
we’ve got, and you know it.” 

Rafe had answered, in the stubborn tone Susie 
knew so well, ‘Tm going to take a chance. Pappy. I’m 
just going to.” 

Susie did not know what it meant. Something, she 
guessed, to do with Rafe’s business, which he so care¬ 
fully kept to himself. 

She shrugged away her questioning thoughts. 

When the visitors had gone, Susie went to the 
table to mix herself another drink. 

Rafe was suddenly behind her, looking at her in 
that certain way, and saying, “You’ve had enough.” 

“I haven’t,” she told him, and raised the glass to 
her lips. 

He took it from her, set it on the table. “Lay off, 
Susie.” 

She stepped back when he touched her cheek, 
stepped back from him, said, “What has my drink¬ 
ing got to do with you?” 



“You know what I have on my mind,” he said. 

She grinned, took up the glass. “I know all right.” 

“I’d rather not think you have to be dead drunk 
to stand my making love to you, Susie." 

“Why, Rafe... Don’t worry about me.” She 
laughed. “But Marigold must really be giving you a 
hard time these days. What’s the matter? Doesn’t 
she satisfy?” 

He said desperately, “Susie, don't keep pushing 
me.” 

But she jeered, “Why don’t you go to Marigold 
now? Or is it that you want to get your money’s 
worth out of me while the getting’s good?” 

As die words echoed in her ears, she knew that 
this time she had gone too far. 

His face had gone that odd, dusky red, and as he 
moved toward her she took a quick step backward, 
a frightened step. She reminded herself not to show 
that she was afraid. But it was too late. 

She heard him yell, “Watch out, Susiel” And in 
the same instant she felt the ground slide from be- 
neadi her as she tipped, slow motion, into the pool, 
making a hollow smacking sound as her shoulders 
struck the water, and a thin ugly noise as her wrist 
clipped the cement edge. 

The pain was a giant hand dragging her down, 
weighting her, and she imagined anchors at her feet. 

Without knowing it, she went into a deadly strug¬ 
gle, flailing her arms and legs, so that Rafe, reaching 
for her had to fight her before he could hold her. 

But then he had her in his arms, up out of the 
water and in safety, and she could hear him swear¬ 
ing under his breath. “Where did you hit? What 
hurts?” she heard him say. She could feel his hands 
gingerly touching her head, smoothing the wet 
curls. “Where, Susie?” 
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She raised her arm, and he looked at it, drawing 
a hard breath of mixed anger and relief. 

“Your wrist?" 

She nodded, playing at being brave, although the 
hurt was beginning to spread through her. 

He carried her to the chaise, wrapped her in a big 
towel. “I’D get Pappy to drive us in,” he said. 

Ed met them at the car, and thinking he was mak¬ 
ing a poke said, “What did you do, Rafe? Get sore 
and throw Susie in?” 

Susie, curled in Rafe’s arms, managed a wincing 
laugh, and she closed her eyes against the hard look 
on Rafes face. 
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RAFE carried her into the doctor’s office, stayed 
with her during the X-raying and the splinting job 
that followed. Then, with Ed driving again, Rafe 
brought her home. 

He took her into the blue room, gave her the pills 
prescribed, turned out the light and left her. 

She lay awake, fighting sleep, and listened for his 
footsteps to return. But they did not. She did not 
know whether to be glad or sorry, 

Susie’s wrist soon healed itself. They never men¬ 
tioned that night beside the pool. 

But Rafe never touched her either. 

The make-believe marriage was over all the way. 

Susie told herself that she was relieved. 

One night Rafe came home late, his mouth 
smeared with lipstick he had not bothered to rub 
off, his shirt scented with perfume—perfume, Susie 
decided, that could suit no one but Marigold. 

She did not know that Rafe had stopped for a 
drink at the Alvarado because he had not wanted to 
go home, and that he had seen a small red-headed 
girl, who talked Eastern style, sitting alone. He had 
stared at her until she was uncomfortable enough 
to smile, and then be had had the bartender deliver 
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a drink to her. Rafe had followed the drink a few 
moments later. The girl had not objected to having 
him join her; she had not objected, either, to some 
bar-hopping in Old Town. She certainly had ob¬ 
jected, but only on principle, when he had parked 
in the empty lot behind the office and taken her into 
his arms. 

He had kissed her, muttering, “Susie.” 

“You know my name is Mary,” she had said re¬ 
proachfully. 

“I rail all girls Susie,” he had told her. “And 
don’t argue about it.” 

“But who is Susie?” She had giggled, and had 
promptly forgotten her question. 

Because Rafe had shoved back the car seat and 
was over her, bearing down frantically, and she was 
surging to meet him... 

No, Susie knew nothing of that episode. 

But to her, this marriage was her first one all over 
again. 


Many nights after that, Rafe came home late, said 
a few words to Susie and then retreated to the 
scarred desk in his den. 

Once she paused in the doorway of the den, 
watched him scatter number-filled sheets in every 
direction, plainly baffled by what he was trying to do. 

“Do you want a drink or something?” she asked. 

“What?” Then he looked up, his arms corded 
on the desk. “No.” But he added, “Maybe a pot of 
coffee.” 

“What are you doing, Rafe?” 

‘Tayroll,” he said curtly. 

“Don’t you have somebody in the office to do 
that?” 


123 



"Vacation” He looked up again. “You going to 
make the coffee, or not?” 

She brought him a pot and a cup. 

He thanked her absently, said, “I hate paperwork. 
Always have.” He bent to his task a gain. 


They went to the Davis house one evening. 

Susie had protested, but Rafe had said once again, 
"We can’t be hermits.” 

There were enough jokes about Susie’s still band* 
aged wrist to fill a book. 

Susie just laughed, but Rafe looked grim and 
retreated behind Scotch on the rocks, and behind 
Lissa’s svelte, sheltering body, which followed him 
wherever he went. 

Susie was by then on familiar ground. She 
drifted easily from one group to another. 

Marge Bowen held her for a little while, brown 
eyes 'Warm and friendly as ever, saying, “Susie, you 
don’t look like yourself. What’s wrong?” 

“Oh, this thing, I guess,” Susie answered, moving 
her hand in tire sling. “Funny how you never realize 
how much you use your left hand.” 

“How long does it stay in that cast?” 

“Another two or three weeks. Depending, the 
doctor said. But I don’t know depending on what.” 

“I’d hoped you and Rafe would come over.” Marge 
smiled apologetically. “Don’t think I’m reproaching 
you. I don’t mean that. Only...” 

“Rafe’s been busy. You must have heard.” 

“You mean Marigold?” Marge’s eyes narrowed. 
"Look, Susie. About Marigold—maybe I’d better tell 
you-” She paused, looking beyond Susie’s shoulder. 
“Speak of the devill” 

Susie turned. 
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Marigold, golden hair and golden skin. Marigold, 
long lush body agleam in tight pink. She was making 
a grand entrance. 

It seemed to Susie that everyone stopped talking 
at once. It seemed as if Lissa and Ed and everyone 
else had turned to stone. Then suddenly they were 
all chattering and laughing again-rather hysterical¬ 
ly, Susie thought. 

Susie grinned to herself, watching Rafe. 

The skin had tightened over his cheekbones; his 
mouth was tight, too. He and Jim Bowen ducked 
back into a corner, and there they huddled as if 
their safety lay in each other. 

Susie remembered Lissa saying Marge would 
scratch Marigold’s eyes out, and thought she un¬ 
derstood. 

“I didn't dream John would bring her,” Lissa told 
Susie breathlessly. “I mean, he’s an out-of-towner, 
so he wouldn’t know, but I never dreamed ., 

“Don’t worry,” Susie advised Lissa. “Just relax.” 
But Lissa headed for Marigold and her escort, the 
poor out-of-towner who had not known whom he 
was bringing where. Susie felt a bit sorry for him. 

Ed caught up with Lissa, and together they in¬ 
tercepted Marigold. 

“Poor Pappy,” Marge whispered. “He’s not the 
kind to go for this.” 

Susie agreed absently, watching, as Marigold 
deftly handled Lissa and Ed and then, with John 
following, threaded her smiling way through the 
clustered couples. 

Susie touched the pearls at her ears, unconsciously 
seeking their reassurance, and waited. It wasn’t 
long. 

Marigold was before her, smiling sweetly at 
Marge, going through the introductions with ease. 
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Susie never knew what John looked like. He did 
not really matter. 

The only thing she noticed about him was tire 
gleam in Ids eyes when he looked at her. That was 
all Susie needed. 

“Marge,” Marigold sang out, “why don’t you get 
poor John a drink. I’m afraid he’s bewildered by 
the sensation we’ve created.” 

“Delighted ” Marge took John’s arm, sent a side¬ 
long look first at Susie and then at her husband 
and Rafe, still safe in their corner, their masculine 
faces intent over drinks. 

“Little one,” Marigold said, when John and Marge 
had gone, “I can give you all the evidence you need, 
you know, if you want to get your divorce the hard 
way.” 

“Thanks,” Susie answered. “I guess you could.” 

“Why hang on? There’s nothing to hang on for 
any more, surely you realize,” 

“I’m not worried,” Susie smiled, 

“But don’t you understand?” 

"You’re the one who doesn’t understand, Mari¬ 
gold.” 

Ed joined them then, his mournful face split in a 
false smile, and his arms out. “Marigold, you used 
to do a fine cha-cha. Want to try it again, for old- 
times’ sake?” 

Marigold purred, “It’s so nice to be with old 
friends. Pappy.” 

“And that’s why I want to relax and enjoy it. I’ve 
got to take a run over to Gallup tomorrow and 
look things over, and I’m already feeling the pain.” 

So Susie was alone. But not for long. Marigold’s 
John turned up, eyes still agleam. 

“Let’s dance,” Susie said, smiling warmly at him. 

They danced, and drank, and danced again, and 
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every moment with him was a victory over Mari¬ 
gold. 

Some time later, Susie noticed that Rafe and Mari¬ 
gold were in a comer, with Jim Bowen standing by, 
looking dejected. 

The victory became less sweet. 

Then as she and John danced by, she beard Mari¬ 
gold’s laugh, heard, “Rafe, did you think you could 
put that over on me?” 

“I wasn’t trying to. I told you right from the 
start.” 

“Oh, you told me—" 

Susie tipped back her head, smiled at John, then 
nuzzled his cheek. 

His arms tightened in response. His mouth 
brushed her ear. 

The longer he stayed with her, the more the vic¬ 
tory sweetened. 

Then, suddenly, Rafe was there, touching John’s 
shoulder, speaking in his deep voice. “If you don’t 
mind.. 

And Susie was in Rafe’s arms, savoring the sensa¬ 
tion, until he said, with die twist deep at the comer 
of his mouth, “Not here, Mrs. Clements, if you don’t 
mind. Not in front of me, and in front of my friends. 
Let’s not start that. Making up to strange men— 
throwing yourself at them—” 

She shook with a thrill of anger. But she raised 
her pansy-brown eyes. She whispered, "How’s Mari¬ 
gold, Rafe?” And she spun away from him. 


It was late. Susie sat on die edge of the sofa in 
the blue room and listened to Rafe pace the length 
of die patio, then return to take die same path again. 
She went to die window, watched his tall form, 
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head bent, hands bunched in his pockets, skirt the 
edge of the pool. 

She watched him, and she wanted him. She 
wanted his mouth and hands and loins—she ached 
to feel him against her, holding her, needing her. 

Her hands became small fists on the sill. Her teeth 
clamped on her lower lip. She could hear her own 
breath. 

But at the same time, she was remembering. 

They had been the last to leave the party; Mari¬ 
gold and John long since gone—Marge and Jim 
Bowen, arm in arm but not speaking—Pappy asleep 
in a lounge chair, and Lissa laughing drunkenly 
with Susie and Rafe as they had gone down the long 
sloping lawn to the patio door. 

There, under the yellow lights, Rafe had put a big 
hand under Susie’s chin, and had tipped up her face. 

“You’ve really been belting them down, Mrs. Cle¬ 
ments." 

“So have you.” 

“Did you get a good look at Marigold tonight, 
Susie?” 

“I always seem to get good looks at Marigold.” 

Rafe’s mouth had been tight. "You’re twenty- 
three now. Take another good look at Marigold some 
time. You’ll be seeing yourself when you get to be 
thirty.” 

"She does all right.” 

b “Doesn’t she, though?” Rafe had let go of Susie. 
“Lecture over, Mrs. Clements. Now go to bed.” 

But she had lingered. That’s a long way around to 
tell me I’m getting to be a drunk.” 

“Is it?” 

“And it’s none of your business, anyhow.” 

“Isn’t it?” 

“Rafe!” 
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“Go away,” lie had said. "Go to bed, will you?” 

So she had left him, but now she watched him 
from the window, watched, and wanted him. Sud¬ 
denly she slipped into a robe and went out to him. 

He stopped pacing when he heard her at the 
doors. He turned and came to meet her. 

She said softly, on a deep frightened breath, “Rafe, 
do you—do you want me now?” 

He looked down at her. 

There was a subtle change in his face. 

She saw it, but did not understand. Her arms 
raised to him, but he stepped back. 

"No. Thank you. Go to sleep, Susie. I've already 
told you that you drank too much.” 

She felt her face bum, and praised the dark. Her 
eyes began to sting. 

She went quickly back to the blue room and 
curled miserably on the sofa, clinging to her pillow. 

Some time later she could not breathe. There was 
water in her mouth, her nose, her lungs. 

She fought and struggled, but the water held 
her and smothered her. 

She woke up screaming. 

Then Rafe was holding her. 

“I drowned,” she cried. "I never came up,” 

Her arms went around his neck, and the night¬ 
mare faded away. She clung to him, feeling his 
arm across her breasts, and his thighs at her hip. 

But soon, he disengaged himself. 

He tucked her under the covers and switched off 
the lamp. Then he walked out on her. 


The peach pie sat in the middle of the table. 
Serafina, smiling widely enough to show her miss- 
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mg tooth, made words of approval. “Muy Unda, 
get me, Susie?” 

Susie nodded. At least somebody appreciated her 
efforts. 

She wondered if Rafe would be home for dinner, 
home at all. 

She wandered over to the small cactus plants, 
touched their spiny leaves. Like Rafe, she told her¬ 
self. 

She looked back at the pie. 

Why should she make a peace offering? 

Before Serafina’s astonished eyes, before Serafina’s 
suddenly aged eyes, Susie snatched up tire pie and 
smashed it in the sink. 

“Never mind, never mind,” she shouted when Sera- 
fina broke into excited chatter. “I don’t care.” 

“You care,” Serafina said stubbornly, and once 
more her eyes twinkled like those of an eighteen- 
year-old, twinkled out of her old face. “He care.” 

Susie shrugged, went into the living room. 

The black leather chair looked too empty. 

The room looked too empty. 

She went out to the pool. 

Her hat, the one that made her look like a mush¬ 
room, sat on the wrought-iron table. She snatched 
it up, put it on. 


The movie house was very cold and, like her own 
house, very empty. 

She sat alone at the center of a row. 

She watched a tall, beautiful and sexy blonde try 
to seduce a tall, handsome and sexy brunette. 

She left without waiting to see how either of them 
made out. 
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She didn’t intend to, but after wandering in the 
hot streets for an hour, she went to Rafe’s office. 

Pappy had his feet up on the desk, his mournful 
face bent over the phone. He grinned at her, pointed 
to a chair. 

The conversation—about man hours, ’dozers, and 
foremen—was meaningless to her. She examined the 
office. 

It, too, seemed empty. None of the hustle, hurry, 
she had expected. 

When Pappy hung up, she said, "Where’s every¬ 
body?” 

“Rafe had to see Jim Bowen.” 

"Where’s everybody eke?” 

Pappy hesitated. “On vacation,” he said finally. 

“That’s why Rafe does the payroll at home now?” 

“Susie, you listen to me. As sure as my name is 
Ed Davis, you’re all mixed up about something.” 

“I’m not.” 

"Then somebody is.” 

She said slowly, remembering that Marge had 
tried to talk about Marigold, “Pappy, what’s going 
on? I want you to tell me.” 

“Ask Rafe.” 

“And hear more lies?” 

Ed’s mournful face twitched. "He won’t lie to you, 
Susie. Maybe he won’t talk about it—for all I ve 
hammered at him, and Jim, too. But Rafe wont 
lie.” 

“Has it to do with Marigold?” 

“Yes, it has to do with Marigold. But—” 

Susie got up. “That’s all I wanted to know.” 


She went to a different movie. She sat through two 
sets of features and short subjects. Then the lights 
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went on and the yawning ushers began to sweep up 
popcorn boxes. 

But Susie had achieved her object. She had suc¬ 
cessfully killed the evening. She walked out of the 
theater, and decided she would stop in somewhere 
for a drink. 

As always * the Sombreros Negros was dim and 
smoky and crowded. 

Susie chose a stool at the bar and ordered a drink. 
When she paid for it* and got her change* she real¬ 
ized that she had just enough money left to get 
her home by bus. 

She did not want to go home. Not yet. But she 
knew the last suburban shuttle would pass the comer 
soon. 

She finished her drink quickly, ignoring the bar¬ 
tender s surprised look, and stood up P 

Her mouth fell open. 

She had caught sight of Rafe in a back booth. He 
stared at her, then very deliberately turned his head. 

She swung away, went out 

The bus was at the comer. She made it in a last- 
minute sprint that left her breathless. Twenty min¬ 
utes later she got down at die dark winding road 
that led to the house. 

She walked very slowly, carefully, avoiding the 
deeper shadows under the young cottonwoods. 

She ducked off to the side when a pair of car 
lights suddenly flooded her from the back. 

The car slowed. 

She kept walking, 

^ A blinking red fight flashed on, A voice called, 
“Just a minute please/* 

She stopped, sighing to herself. She knew this cop. 

“I haven't passed any red fights,” she told him, 

“Get in/ 7 he grinned. “1*11 run you up to the house.” 
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“No, thanks." 

“Come on. I’m going that way anyhow,” 

Rather than argue, she got in, 

“It’s none of my business,” Tim told her, “but 
don’t you care what happens to you? This is no 
place for trotting around alone this late at night” 

“I just got off the bus.” 

“You ought to be more careful.” 

When the scout car’s headlights flashed up the 
driveway, she saw the Cad convertible, so she knew 
Rafe was home. He must have left the bar right 
after her. 

She got out of the scout car quickly, said, “Thanks, 
for the cab service, and the advice, Tim,” and went 
in, hoping that she would make it to the blue 
room without seeing Rafe. 

But he was waiting just inside the door, 

“It was Tim again,” she said. 

“Did I ask you?” 

She shrugged, started past him. 

But his hand fell on her shoulder. “Just a minute, 
Susie.” 

“Now what?” 

“The Sombreros Negros isn’t the kind of a place 
for a girl like you. If you have to go out, and I 
guess you do, pick something a little more re¬ 
spectable.” 

“If it’s not respectable, what were you doing in 
there?” 

“You sure disappeared from the place fast,” he 
said. 

She shrugged, started down the hall. 

But he caught her arm. “Susie, you’re going to 
have everybody in town laughing at me.” 

Her voice shook as she answered, “I took the bus 
home, and walked from the highway. That’s why 
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Tim picked me up. If that's what you’re talking 
about.” 

“The bus? Hiis time of night? Look, don't you 
know—” 

She was conscious of their bodies touching, angrily 
aware of him. She said breathlessly, “I didn’t have 
money for a cab, Rafe.” 

“You didn’t have money?” There was that sub¬ 
tle change in his face that she had learned to recog¬ 
nize, “Why didn’t you ask me? I don’t want you to 
walk around penniless.” 

“I forgot,” she said. 

“You forgot to ask me for money?” 

She cried, “Oh, what do I care about your stupid 
money?” And she fled to her room. 

The sun hat he had bought her in Santa F6 was 
placed neatly on the center of the sofa where she 
slept. 

As soon as she saw it, she remembered that she 
had left it in his office. She also remembered the 
first day of their marriage. She left the room, re¬ 
tracing her steps down the hall. 

She found Rafe back of the scarred desk, his 
head resting on his big hands. 

“Thanks for bringing the hat to me,” she said. 

“Sure.” He did not look up, 

“Ill try not to embarrass you again.” 

He did look at her then. “I didn’t mean that, Susie. 
But I worry about you.” < 

“You shouldn’t Rafe. Still, it’s sweet of you to be 
concerned,” she said sarcastically. 

And once again she sought the loneliness of the 
blue bedroom. 
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THE night of the party coincided with their three 
months’ wedding anniversary. Neither Rafe nor 
Susie mentioned that fact. 

It was also the day when the cast was cut off 
Susie’s wrist. So she said to Serafina, “It’s a coming- 
out party, that’s what it is.” 

Serafina giggled without understanding, and went 
on with her preparations. 

Susie watched the setting of the elaborate buffet 
table, tasted refritos seasoned with chile and onions, 
and thought that the party was really more Sera- 
fina’s than her own. 

Rafe was setting up the bar that night when Susie 
went out to the patio. 

She was wearing a new lace dress, black, long- 
sleeved and tight-waisted but flaring at the knees. 
The pearl earrings glowed at her ears, and the string 
of pearls nestled at the dip between her shapely 
breasts. 

She saw the reflection of how she looked in Rate’s 
eyes, and felt a thrill of pleasure. She watched him 
put away a pair of stiff bourbons in succession. 

“Are you setting up the bar,” she asked, “or trying 
to drink it dry ahead of time?” 
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"Don’t worry about me, Mrs, Clements.” 

"That’s my line, Rafe 

Silent laughter peered at her suddenly from his 
eyes. “I’m borrowing it.” 

“There’s nothing worse than when the host gets 
drunk, Rafe,” 

“And you know, don't you?” His eyes had narrowed, 
gone blank. The twist was deep at the corner of his 
mouth. "You’ve been with it all the way, haven’t 
you?” 

She was thinking of Matt again. She said bitterly, 
"Yes, I have.” 

“And you wouldn’t like to forget it.” 

“Forget? I’m living with it still, Rafe. Nothing’s 
changed.” 

“You won’t let it change, Susie.” 

She turned away, but covertly she watched him. 
She knew that by the time Lissa came he was well 
on his way to inebriation. 

Not that it showed on him the way it used to on 
Matt. Matt went thin-lipped and mean, or laughed 
too loud and too long, shifting between the two 
moods so that nobody knew where he stood from 
one minute to another. 

Rafe, on the other hand, looked and acted much 
the same whether drunk or sober. But there was a 
slight stiffness in him, as though he were holding 
things in. What he was holding in, Susie could not 
guess. 

Lissa came alone, since Ed was off in Gallup on a 
business trip. She was in white, her black hair piled 
high in a sophisticated beehive. Long white earrings 
dangled almost to her bare shoulders. 

She, too, Susie realized, had started the party be¬ 
forehand. 

"Did you save the cast?” she demanded of Susie, 
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peering down at her narrow wrist. "We ought to 
autograph. We ought to commemorate." 

Rafe laughed, and Susie grinned. 

But she was grateful when Jim and Marge Bowen 
came in, followed by groups of others, to distract 
Lissa. 

As the party wore on, it became more and more 
like all those Susie remembered; she enjoyed it and 
hated it at the same time. 

Serafina’s food was perfect, of course, 

Rafe's drinks were powerful. 

The music was sweet. 

The guests were gay. 

At one point, however, Susie tried to be serious. 
She said to Marge, “Will you tell me about Rafe, 
Marge? I mean, there’s trouble with the company, 
isn’t there? You know, don’t you?” 

But she had asked too soon. Marge looked over 
her shoulder at Jim, her husband. “Not now, Susie. 
Jim will skin me. It’s confidential, you know. And if 
Rafe won’t say, it’s not my place to.. 

“Look, I’m his wife!” 

Marge’s warm brown eyes were friendly but trou¬ 
bled. “Susie, this is a party. Forget it for now. Maybe 
tomorrow—” 

And then Rafe was there, secret laughter in his 
eyes. “Circulate, Mrs, Clements. Give the men a 
break,” 

Susie enjoyed the party, yes, and hated it. When 
there was no one left but Rafe and Lissa under the 
dim yellow lights, she was relieved and exhausted. 

But Lissa said, “Now for a swim, folks. Now to 
cool off.” 

“Now to bed, you mean.” Rafe laughed. 

“To cool off,” Lissa insisted. 

137 



Rafe stood at the edge of the pool, “If you swim, 
you swim alone, Lissa 

“Nobody’s here but us. Let’s go in, refresh and re¬ 
vitalize, and ..While she was speaking, she tugged 
at the zipper of her white dress, She stepped out of 
it, paused to pose for a moment. 

Her long, rich body in white bra and panties was 
straight and still. Then, with a laugh, she launched 
herself into a perfect dive. 

“Come in,” she yelled, surfacing. “Come in, the 
water’s fine.” 

Susie turned her back and walked inside the 
house. 

But she heard Rafe laughing, 

He sounded suddenly like Matt. 

She fought down a wave of nausea and looked at 
the mess in the kitchen. Automatically she began to 
clean up. 

Later she heard Rafe say, “You can walk, Lissa. 
This way. Just put one foot ahead of the other.” Susie 
looked out to see him wrapping Lissa in a big towel, 
balancing her swaying body, and then lifting her 
into his arms, 

Susie saw him carry Lissa out of the patio through 
the ivy-covered gate. 

In her mind, she followed him, imagined exactly 
how it would be when they flopped on a bed, while 
her body ached with its own hunger. 

Lissa, seductive curves pressed to Rafe, would 
guide his hand to her lush breast, saying, in her 
frank open way, “Let’s do it now, while we have the 
chance.” 

And Rafe, laughing down at her, the dimple deep 
in the comer of his mouth, the dimple that meant 
he was happy, would respond, holding Lissa, thrill¬ 
ing Lissa... 
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Susie imagined it all. Waves of nausea swept her. 
She imagined it all, and in the main her vision was 
correct. 

For as Rafe carried Lissa across the sloping lawn 
through the dark, she raised her face to his, said, 
“Rafe, you know how the evening should end, 
don’t you?” 

“I know how it will end,” he told her. 

“Really?” she laughed. 

“Really,” he mocked her. “Are you arguing with 
me?” 

They were at her house by then. The darkness 
followed them inside. 

“Who argues with the husband’s boss, I’d like to 
know," she giggled. 

“Don’t remind me of Pappy now, Rafe pleaded 
grimly. 

“He’s getting his,” Lissa murmured, nuzzling Rafe’s 
cheek. “And I’ve been standing aside, being good, 
for a long, long time. Can’t you tell it’s been a long, 
long time?” 

“Don’t talk,” Rafe said, depositing her wet, smooth 
body on the sofa. 

“But I like to,” she told him. And then, because 
he was just looking at her; “Are you too drunk, Rafe?” 

“What do you think?” 

“I’m waiting to find out.” 

He bent over her, bis Ups at her throat and then 
at her breasts. His hands went down the length of her 
back, fingers spread wide and clutching her flesh. 

“Easy, Rafe,” she whispered, laughing a little. “I 
bruise easy. I bruise when fellows undress me with 
their eyes.” 

He looked at her body stretched out before him. 
The pale skin and rich curves. The sleek buttocks 
and full hips. 
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“It’s too late to take it easy,” he said, “Too late to 
give a damn about bruising you,” 

"It’s never too late to be kind. Never too late to 
make something right and beautiful." 

He smiled at her and wiped a drop of water from 
her brow. 

“You’re right,” he whispered. He leaned over and 
kissed the tip of her nose. “I’ll be kind,” he promised. 

She smiled and stroked his cheek. "I know ” she 
said. “And it will be beautiful.” 

He took her in his aims and kissed her tenderly. 
He stroked her thighs gently. She shivered and whis¬ 
pered: “Pretend you love me.” 

“Easiest thing in the world to do,” 

She smiled. She put her arms around him and 
drew his head to her breasts. 

“I want to be loved,” she sighed. “Even if it’s just 
make-believe.” 

The way he did it, she could not tell the difference. 
Did it with infinite tenderness and real passion. 

“I love you,” he murmured. 

“A beautiful lie ” 

They looked into each other’s eyes, each peering 
to the bottom of the other’s loneliness, realizing that 
in a curious way it was not a lie. 

Lissa said, “You and me, Rafe, It should have been 
you and me.” 

“Never works that way.” 

nVhy not?” 

“I don’t know. Too easy, maybe.” 

“Better too easy than so hard.” 

They made love in that mood—gently, comforting 
each other until the bliss came. It came like a veil of 
silk. Descended slowly like an autumn leaf. 

Someone to hold,” Lissa sighed. “Someone to 
love.” 
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Rafe drew her closer, handling her as if she were 
labeled fragile. For a long time they did not speak. 
Finally he said: 

“It had to happen. You were feeling the same as I 
was. But it didn’t mean anything.” 

It was true. In the Eat backwash of love-making, 
the whispered words, warm sighs, soft caresses meant 
nothing. 

“No, it didn’t,” Lhssa agreed. “If you say so, it 
didn’t.” 

“What do you get out of living with Pappy?” 

“You know. You know damn well. I was working 
in a diner when Pappy married me. Greasy dishes, 
dirty napkins, coffee spots on the walls. And oh, 
my aching feet. Okay, so Pappy wanders now, and 
I wait. So what? my feet don’t hurt.” 

“Like Marigold. Except you stuck,” 

“Like Marigold. Only I have confidence in Pappy. 
And in you.” 

“Misplaced as far as I’m concerned. I’m going 
bust. Stone broke.” 

“Maybe. But I’m not taking bets.” She was quiet 
for a while, then said, “Like Marigold. And like 
Susie." 

“Susie,” he said sadly. 

“Don’t look guilty and sound destroyed. It makes 
my conscience ache a little.” 

“Don’t let this bother your conscience. Blame it 
on the booze. It went to our heads. Always blame 
things on the booze.” 

He got up and prepared to leave. 

“If Susie knew,” Lissa asked, “would she blame it 
on the booze?” 

He looked at her and shook his head. “No, she 
wouldn’t,” he said. 
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He left the house and Lissa lay there listening to 
his footsteps fade. After a long while she said; 
“Someone to love. Someone to hold.” 


The dim yellow lights still flickered on the pool. 

Susie was waiting on the chaise. 

She had told herself a dozen times to retreat to 
bed. But she waited. 

When he returned, she watched him carefully 
close the ivy-colored gate behind, 

She watched him walk the length of the patio. 

She knew exactly what had happened. 

So this party had ended just as Matt’s parties 
ended. The same. The same. 

When Rafe got to her, she said, mocking him, 
“Hello, Rafe. Was it good?” 

He did not bother with pretense. 

He said heavily, “If you think I’m proud of myself 
right now, you’re wrong. But don’t look so smug, Mrs. 
Clements, don’t give me that I-knew-it-all-along bit. 
Just consider, consider how it’s been.” His voice 
shook. “Living in the same house with you, seeing 
you. I wasn’t exactly cut out for celibacy, Susie.” 

“So now you want to blame me ” she said. 

“I’m not blaming you.” 

“If it was just that, just sex... I tried to live up 
to the bargain. I.. 

He laughed softly. “And have you been thinking 
it was the same? Oh, Susie, how could I really enjoy 
something that was merely duty to you?” 

“I told you,” she said. “Remember, that morning 
at the motel, I told you I wasn’t all there when you 
married me? I told you you’d made a bad bargain. 
I said we’d better forget the whole thing” 
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“You didn’t tell me you’d be busy forever after 
trying to make me into Matt Moran." 

“Leave Matt out of this ,” she cried. 

“You’re yelling, Mrs. Clements." 

“Rafe, damn youl” 

“I did the best I oould to leave Matt out of it ” 
Rafe said. “But you’ve been dragging him in by die 
heels, an unwanted obstacle between you and me. 
You’ve been seeing him in me, seeing the past instead 
of the present, all the time we’ve been together.” 

“Rafe, that man is the past, all right. I stopped 
caring about him years ago.” She paused. “But Mari¬ 
gold is the present.” 

“She’s the past, too, Susie. I told you that." 

“You told me. But she’s here, right now, with us 
and between us—and you know it.” 

“We’re not going to talk about that.” 

Susie jeered, “Certainly not. What’s there to talk 
about?” She swung away. 

But he caught her, pulled her close. 

“Susiel” 

Susie. 

Something so sweet and gentle in the way he said 
her name. But she would not listen. 

“Don’t touch me, Rafe.” 

She struggled in the tightening circle of his arms. 
But he held her. Deliberately, slowly, he moved liis 
mouth along her hair, and then she felt the familiar 
caress of his cheek, and his lips found hers, locked 
to them. 

His knee went between her thighs, and he bent 
her back so that she curved up to him, very small 
and slight against him. 

She felt herself clinging, responding; her legs quiv¬ 
ered, and her breasts ached. But she called to mind 
the dreary years with Matt, and the whole sorry mess 
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of their marriage, and how she had tried to break 
away from it, only to find Rafe and to learn how 
bitter disillusionment could be. 

She broke away from him. She cried, “No, Rafe, 
no more pretending. It’s not Just Marigold and Matt. 
It's everything now. It’s our whole life.” 

His hands went into his pockets, bunched there. 
He said softly, “I’m sorry, Susie. Now I do apologize 
—for Lissa. But nothing has changed. Can’t you tell 
that nothing’s changed?” 

Her eyes stung with tears. She swore to herself 
that he would not see her cry. 

She hurried into the house. 


By two o’clock the next day, Susie had called 
Marge a dozen times, called her, and fretted and 
swore, but here had been no answer from the Bowen 
house. 

Susie tried once more, then put down the phone. 

Serafma was singing in the kitchen. Singing some 
sad sweet song that had a built-in ache for a tune, 
and incomprehensible words that had an ache in 
them, too. 

When Susie heard a car in the driveway, she went 
to look. 

It was too early for Rafe to be home. 

She didn’t expect him. Not then. She didn’t really 
expect him ever. 

Not after the night before, not after the morning 
that had followed it. 

He had come into the kitchen, whistling in his 
usual offkey way. 

The sound had caught at her heart, reminding 
her that he rarely sounded that cheerful any more, 
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Reminding her that now, in the sun-filled kitchen, 
he dared to be cheerful after what had happened. 

He had been wearing a tan shirt, starched and 
open at the throat, and well-creased tan trousers. 
His shirt cuffs had been rolled two turns above his 
wrist. A tie had hung casually from his hip pocket. 

His hands were very brown, strong-looking, at the 
cup of coffee she had poured for him, very adept 
and definite with the ham and eggs. 

He had not looked hung over. He had not looked 

tired. 

She had complimented Lissa silently. 

The right woman can do good things for a man, 
she had told herself, the taste of bitterness in her 
mouth. 

She had not meant to speak to him at all, but she 
had heard herself say: “You seem full of ginger, 
Rafe” 

He had studied her, the silent laughter in his eyes. 
“I believe I hear a note of thinly disguised disap¬ 
proval, Susie.” 

“Oh, no. I accept things as they are.” 

He had grinned, finished his coffee. Then he had 
said, “If I seem in good spirits, it’s because I am. 
There’s nothing like finding relief where you never 
thought there would be any ” 

“And here I was, thinking you could find that kind 

of relief any time.” 

“Don’t underrate it.” b 

"I don’t. Oh, believe me. I don’t, Rafe.” 

“We’re quite even on that.” 

She had felt her cheeks bum. 

There were things to remember. In particular, that 
Marine she had picked up at the Sombreros Negros. 
He had said evenly, “I know all about it, Susie. 
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You realize that. And what I don’t know, IV© 
guessed.” 

I never tried to hide a thing from you,” 

“Neither of us tried, did we?” 

“You can’t reproach me, Rafe. You started it. With 
Marigold.” 

"Who says I’m reproaching you?” He had pushed 
back his chair and risen. He had looked down at her 
for a moment, then had bent his head. "Want to kiss 
the old man goodbye?” 

A wave of anger had swept through her. Anger so 
intense that it had been sickness. She had gasped, 
“Rafe!” She had swung her hand, but his fingers had 
caught her wrist, 

"You got one try at that, and that's all there is, 
Susie. I’ll let you go. But put your hand down. Other¬ 
wise that wrist is going to be back in a sling again. 
And if you think I’m just talking, then try me.” 

She felt his fingers loosen and fall away, leaving a 
cold place where they had been. 

She had an instant memory of that first morning 
h* ( th e motel, his hand on her shoulder ... 

I told you, he said. I told you a couple of times 
not to push me too far, Susie.” 

He looked at her, his gray eyes light and clear, for 
what seemed to be an eternity. He looked at her, 
the twist deep at the comer of his mouth. 

They were hesitating, both of them. 

They were both of them waiting. 

But finally she turned away from him. 

She heard the door close with a gentle click. 

No, she did not think she’d ever see him again ... 

But Serafina was singing a bittersweet song, and 
there was the sound of the car in the driveway, 

Susie went to look. 

The Cad pulled up and stopped with a jerk. 
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Another car, small, shining cream, drew up and 
parked gently. 

Rafe got out of the convertible. 

He looked bigger than she remembered as he stood 
beside the small, plump man who got out of the 
other car. 

Susie took a deep breath and waited at the door. 

Rafe poked in his head. "Susie?” 

She went to him. 

He nodded at the creamy car. “For you.” 

“Thanks,” she said numbly. 

“A good choice, Mrs. Clements. Believe me, a good 
one,” said the plump man, beaming. “It’s a beauty, 
isn’t it? A real beauty. Just what you need. Try it, 
Mrs. Clements. Here are the keys. Come on, get be¬ 
hind the wheel. See how it fits you.” 

She looked at the car, then at Rafe. She clutched 
the keys in her cold fingers. 

She shook her head, and the sun made her auburn 
curls glow. "Not just now.” 

"I’ll drive you back,” Rafe told the salesman, not 
looking at Susie. 

There was some small discussion. Susie did not 
listen. She looked at the little car, feeling tears sting 
her eyes. 

The convertible pulled away. 

She stayed there, staring at the new car. 

The replacement for the one Marigold had taken. 
The symbol of everything Susie hated. 

Did he think he could assuage her hurts that way? 
It was no more than the crude gesture of some guilty 
drunk bringing apologetic flowers back to his wife. 

It was only a little while before Rafe was back. 

She saw the sun shining on his dark hair, saw his 
eyes filled with silent laughter. 

“I know what you’re thinking, Susie. But you’re 
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wrong. I m not trying to buy you or make peace of¬ 
ferings.” He went on quickly. "It’s just a going-away 
present.” 

“Really?” 

She felt suddenly the way he had made her feel 
on certain previous occasions-as if she had stepped 
into very deep water, and was sinking, sinking.,. 

He took her arm, led her inside. 

Another big scene,” she whispered. 

She sank into the big leather chair, his chair, and 
he stood beside her. 

Wfs won t make it too big.” He spoke in Iris deep¬ 
est voice. Susie, I want you to go home. Right away. 
Before I destroy you. Before we destroy each other. 
And I want you to have something to show for being 
with me, Susie.” 

Susie. 

The way he said her name, even now, making 
something sweet and gentle of it. 

She drew a sharply hurting breath. "A souvenir, 
Rafe? Is that what you mean?” 

"Call it what you want to,” 

"You told me that I kept trying to make you into 
Matt, didn t you? Remember when you picked me 
up, I had a coat, and a suitcase, and I was carrying 
an invisible trunk on my back, a trunkful of rotten 
memories. Well, tell me the truth, Rafe. Be honest 
now, at least this once. Haven’t you been carrying 
your own bundle, too? Haven’t you, deep in your 
heart, always expected me to turn into a Marigold? 
Isn’t that, for instance, why you bought me the 
car?” 

He hesitated, then said, “I told you all about Mari¬ 
gold, Susie.” 

She covered her face, spoke through masking fin¬ 
gers. "Did you? AH?” 
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“A man has some pride, Susie. He doesn't find it 
easy to say...” 

"No more deceit, Rafe.” 

“I just wanted to give you everything I ever gave 
her, Susie. I can’t do quite that. Not now, at least 
So I’ll give you what I can. The car. It's a small thing, 
Susie, Take it, and go back to your father. To Glen 
.,, Glen ... where was it, now?” 

“Glen Burnie,” she said automatically. And then, 
“But why are you sending me away? Why can’t you 
wait? You took me on for a year. Remember? For a 
year, at least. You owe it to me now, you...” Her 
voice broke. She looked up at him, then looked away. 
"I just said no more deceit, didn’t I? Funny what a 
thing habit is. The truth is simple.” She expelled 
her breath and swallowed her pride at the same time. 
Then, once and for all, for better or worse, she 
plunged. “I just don't want to leave you, Rafe. You 
see, I love you. It's ridiculous, isn’t it? After whats 
happened. That I should be saying I love you? But 
that’s how it is.” 

Rafe’s face had gone dusky. His eyes had darkened. 

"Oh, I’ll leave you all right,” Susie said. "Don’t 
worry about that. You’re not stuck with me—but only 
because I hate this life. I hate sharing you with any¬ 
body else. With Marigold, with Lissa. I hate remem¬ 
bering the things I remember...” 

Rafe sat down on the arm of the big chair. 
His hands bunched on his knees. 

“Susie, I can’t let you stay. There’s nothing here 
any more. You don’t understand—I m damn near 
cleaned out.” He took a heavy breath. Pride ,.. 
The twist was deep at the corner of his mouth. 

And Serafina came in, an approving smile on her 
lips. “I go,” she said. “You alone.” Then she looked 
at Susie, frowned. “Susie?” 
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“It’s all right,” Rafe said. 

Serafina sidled closer. “Sick?” 

Susie raised her white face, tried to smile. "No, 
Serafina. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

Serafina turned on Rafe. "You.” She jerked her 
head at Susie. Take her to bed.” The eighteen-year- 
old black eyes twinkled out of the wrinkled sixty- 
year-old face. “Bed for sick.” 

Rafe answered in Spanish, answered patiently, and 
then, with another frown of love at Susie, Serafina 
left, 

‘Take me to bed, Rafe,” Susie whispered when the 
heavy carved doors had closed. 

“Now? It won’t change anything, Susie.” 

But she saw that his hands became fists, and the 
muscles corded in his arms. 

She put her hand on his thigh. “There’s nothing 
to change.” 

There’s a lot. Right from the beginning.” 

She shrank into herself. She huddled into the 
chair, and her eyes were watching his mouth. 

“There’s nothing here any more.” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Rafe. I've 
heard little bits and pieces. From Lissa, from Marge, 
too. And Marigold hinted. But nobody ever made 
sense. You tell me, Rafe. Tell me.” 

“I did tell you. You just couldn’t believe me.” He 
looked into her eyes. “You thought r wanted Mari¬ 
gold. You thought she came back because she wanted 
me. Even after I told you that all Marigold wanted 
from me was money. I told you that, and I told you 
the whole thing was dead and gone and buried 
by the time she finally left me.” He turned his gray 
gaze away from Susie, stared at the floor. "Remem¬ 
ber when you gave me the dope about Matt, and I 
said I had the same thing behind me? That’s it. Not 
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sex-cheating, no—but heart-cheating. Total disillu¬ 
sion. You see, when the investigation broke, she 
dodged out. I guessed she figured the construction 
game would die on me and I’d be tangled in a mess, 
so she quit while the quitting was good.” 

“But what’s that got to do with me? With you 
and me?” 

“This is a community property state, Susie. When 
a woman divorces her husband, half of what he’s 
earned while they were married belongs to her.” He 
paused, then went on, “You sure are going to get 
the short end of that stick, Susie.” 

“That’s why you bought me the car, Rafe?” 

“In a way. It was all I could do.” 

She said, “I do thank you, but I don’t want keep¬ 
sakes.” 

"Marigold did. All the things she could get her 
hands on. She wanted me to sell the house so she 
could get her share of what it’s worth.” He raised 
his head. “I told you, I built most of this house with 
my own hands. It meant something to me. I wanted 
to keep it, so I borrowed the money to pay Marigold 
her share. But there was more than the house. The 
whole business, Susie. Diggers, 'dozers, cats, pencils, 
desks, the works. And me with a payroll to meet 
every week if I meant to keep going. Td have had to 
sell off half of everything to pay off Marigold. So I 
gave her notes. Notes to be held for a year. I don’t 
know why she stood still for that. But she did. Tem¬ 
porarily. And I figured I’d be able to buy back 
those notes easily in a year. But things were slow get¬ 
ting started again. And then Marigold came back, 
figuring she’d made a mistake. She was ready to 
play house again, and forget the whole thing. But I 
wasn’t. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Susie demanded. 
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He sighed, “My pride. And it was pride, too, that 
made me do a very foolish thing. I hurt her where 
she couldn’t take it. So she gave up on trying to win 
me from you—and she called in die notes. She got 
liens on the equipment. Jim Bowen was handling it 
for me. He didn’t get anywhere with her, either, So 
were broke. That’s about it.” 

“If you had gotten together, you and Marigold, 
then nothing would have happened.” 

“I didn’t want that, Susie,” He stood up. 

"What are you going to do, Rafe?” 

“Get into my construction boots again. Start from 
scratch. There are a couple of contracts coming 
through now, and Pappy and I are going to squeeze 
everything out of them we can. He'll take a crew, 
work on the Gallup job. I’ll run a crew out to Mora. 
Between us, in a couple of years, Clements Construc¬ 
tion will be back again,” 

“Neat You have every thing all figured out, haven’t 
you? Except for me.” 

“I want you to go home. I want you to start out 
clean, no bundles to carry over. Susie, I did some¬ 
thing foolish. I forced you into a bargain I had no 
right to expect you to keep,” 

“Why not?” 

'You said you would stay in order to live high on 
the hog—in return for which, you said, you would 
give me my money’s worth. But I’m busted, or the 
next thing to it. That little car took about the last 
of my money. We may have to discharge Serafina—” 

“Better to sell the car, and use the cash to keep 
her." Susie jumped to her feet. She was so hopelessly 
furious she could hardly speak. But she managed 
to choke out, “All you can talk about is being broke. 
What's that got to do with anything? I’ve told you 
I loved you. Didn’t you hear me?” 
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“You don’t understand. I’m hopeful, but things 
may not work out so nicely. I mean, if more contracts 
aren’t forthcoming soon, I still may lose tire house. 
I’ve arranged to trade in the Cad for a used Chev. It 
will take a good two years to pull out—and I don’t 
know just how I’ll manage meanwhile.” 

"Oh, hell. Rafe, I’ve been listening to hear you say 
you want me, need me. And you keep spouting 
about money.” She drew a deep, ragged breath. 'Tve 
had you confused with Matt, but no more than you’re 
confusing me with Marigold. You’re broke, so I must 
want to leave.” 

"Don’t twist things, Susie. You wouldn’t be happy.” 

Tears of frustration clouded the pansy-brown eyes. 

“All right, so I wouldn’t be happy. No dog collar, 
you told me. Well, the big scene is now finished.” 
She brushed past him. “You deserve a girl like Mari¬ 
gold. You ought to go back to her.” 

The Sombreros Negros was nearly empty. 

No Marines at a back table, no young gigolo watch¬ 
ing with eager eyes. 

The bartender recognized Susie and grinned, but 
he gave a surprised blink when she took a booth near 
the front door. 

He gave another surprised blink when she ordered 
ginger ale. 

He gave a third surprised blink when the door 
opened, and Rafe came in. He went directly to Susie, 
saying in a loud voice, * I don t know your name, 
but I do know what I want when I see it. And right 
now, I know I want to buy you a drink.” 

“Rafe, I-” 

His voice over-rode hers. “When are you going to 
stop this business of running away?” He grinned, and 
the comer of his mouth dimpled. He sat down beside 
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her, crowding her, so she could feel his leg against 
hers and his arm along her side. "The only part of 
being strangers that I like is that people can get over 
it fast." 

She smiled at him. She could play that game, too. 

She said, “I can understand that. I’m the same 
way myself.” 

"I knew you were.” 

“I’m afraid you know a great deal more about me 
than I know about you,” she said carefully, glad she 
had found the proper note of dignity. 

“Well—we already have more between us than 
most people have when they first meet.” 

She was watching his mouth, wanting to touch 
his lips. “I guess we have.” 

“Of course there are a few things you ought to 
know." Secret laughter peered at her from his eyes. 
“I have a history behind me. I was on my way back 
from a business trip to Kansas City, I saw this gor¬ 
geous little trick standing in the middle of a bar, 
getting picked on by a bunch of loud-mouthed 
trouble-makers, and she was talking care of herself. 
It did something permanent to me. I just go for gor¬ 
geous little tricks who can take up for themselves, I 
guess,” 

“You folks want a drink?” the bartender said for 
the second time, the patience in his voice as heavy 
as old-fashioned sorghum molasses. 

Rafe looked up, startled, “A drink?” Then to 
Susie, “You want a drink?” 

“Ginger ale,” she said. “Liquor is so expensive. Be¬ 
sides, it makes me black out.” 

“That little trick I was telling you about, she was 
always hungry. I never saw anything like the way 
she could eat.” 
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"I’ve been known to get pretty hungry myself,” 
Susie assured him. 

He said soberly, "There’s another thing I have to 
tell you. You might find it a little hard to believe at 
first. But it’s true. I fell in love with this little trick the 
first time I saw her.” 

“You did?” she laughed. “So quickly?” 

“That’s right. Of course, I couldn’t explain it to 
her then. I knew she’d never believe me. She’d had 
some trouble in her life, I can t remember what kind 
now, and she wasn’t ready to believe much of any¬ 
thing. So I tricked her into marrying me.” He gave 
up the game then. He said, “Susie ... 

He made something so sweet and gentle of it. 

“I love you, Rafe. I’d be happy to live in a tent 
with you.” 

“You might have to, at that. Ever make love on a 
bare floor?” 

"Let’s go home and try it,” Susie urged. 

THE END 
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SHE STARED AT THE THIN GOLD BAND ON HER HNGER. 
WHAT HAD HAPPENED- 

BETWEEN MIDNIGHT AND MORNING? 


The last things Susie Moran, 
brand-new divorcee, remembered 
before forgetfulness blanketed her 
were the pick-up in the motel bar 
•. * the drinks .,, the men * *, the 
fight,,.. 

And now, this man, alongside 
her in bed — Who was he? 


Rate Clements turned slowly, 
his body pulsating with night- 
ardor, his voice murmuring hot, 
exciting caresses. She caught the 
word “married”... Half-willingly, 
half-reluctantly, she gave herself 
up to the overpowering physical 
desire that engulfed "her, that 
Hooded her body with wave after 
wave of tempestuous ache. 

In the morning she had time to 
think. 

Could this “quickie” marriage 
work? The idea intrigued her. She 
had yet to learn about Marigold, 
Lissa, and the others who stood 
in the shadows of Rafe’s life* 

WAS RAFE 

ANOTHER PLAYBOY HUSBAND, 

LIKE THE ONE 
SHE HAD LEFT BEHIND? 



AN ENGROSSING NOVEL Of MARRIAGE 
ON THE SPUR Of THE MOMENT 








